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Purpose 

The purpose of this guideline and resources is to support Council officers who are just getting their colleagues 
and their Councils to think about sustainability.  

Background 

Managing sustainably is a broad term or idea that describes a way of thinking or acting to ensure our quality of 
life can be maintained to an appropriate standard, while not negatively impacting the quality of life of 
generations that follow. 

When you look at all the things that have come together to make an impact on our quality of life, you will 
appreciate that managing sustainably is not just about looking after the environment. That certainly is a very 
important part of it, but managing sustainably also involves taking into account the economic and social impacts 
of our decisions. That is why you sometimes hear people talking about the ‘triple bottom line’ (the environment, 
the economic and the social) decision making. They are talking about decisions that have considered the 
environmental, economic and social impacts. 

You may also hear people talking about the ‘quadruple bottom line’ when they talk about sustainability. The 
fourth ‘bottom line’ is all about the decision making processes that are used to develop and guide sustainability 
programs. These are sometimes called governance. Councils managing sustainably in the decision making 
process involves staff from across the organisation (where appropriate) and the community.  

So how can we get Council officers thinking about managing more sustainably both within their areas and 
across the organisation? That is the purpose of this guideline. 

Before You Start 

Before you start we strongly recommend you join sustainable net, an electronic discussion group moderated by 
the Local Government and Shires Association (LGSA). Over 400 sustainability professionals from local Councils 
across NSW and Australia participate in the network. It is a great source of advice and support even if you are 
really starting from scratch. 

In order to join sustainable net, you just need to send an email to robert.verhey@lgsa.org.au and ask him to join 
you to the network. 

You also need to completely read through all of the resources in this ‘Introduction to Sustainability Kit’. You do 
not have to use all or indeed any of the resources, but just work through them and realise what is there and 
what could be useful. 

Try To Put Together a Working Group  

It is always helpful to have a small group of like minded colleagues to give you a hand on programs like this. 
You will probably be aware of people who have expressed interest in environmental issues in particular or 
sustainability issues in general. Invite them to come along to an informal lunch time chat about what you are 
trying to do and ask them if they are interested in helping. This could be your Sustainability Working Group (a 
sample invitation note is provided as Attachment 1 to this guideline). 

At the meeting try to identify programs that Council already has in place that have a sustainability focus, you 
may be pleasantly surprised. 

mailto:robert.verhey@lgsa.org.au
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Get Management Support  

In a recent LGSA research project ‘management support’ was identified as a critical component of any 
successful sustainability focused programs. It is therefore essential that you seek formal support for initial 
presentation on sustainability to all interested staff. You should point out that the purpose of the presentation is 
to encourage as many people as possible to become involved in an internal sustainability development program 
(a draft memo to management is provided as Attachment 2 to this guideline). 

Invitation to Sustainability Presentation and Think Tank 

First we recommend you think up a much more interesting title to the presentation than the one above. 

Once you have received approval to proceed with the presentation, find a venue and a suitable date. If possible 
try to get the General Manager or Mayor to speak at the beginning of the presentation. 

Again, if possible, issue electronic invitations to the presentation signed off by the Mayor or General Manager. If 
they are not available at this stage, we strongly encourage you to get the invitations signed off by as senior an 
officer as possible.  

Within that invitation encourage all staff to begin thinking about some of the little (and even big) things Council 
could do to manage more sustainably (a draft invitation is included as Attachment 3 to this guideline). 

Sustainability Presentation and Think Tank 

It is recommended the presentation follow an Agenda broadly similar to this, 

1. Welcome from senior Council officer or Mayor. 

2. Presentation on the Introduction to Sustainability (see Attachment 4). 

3. Think tank activity sheet on what Council could do (see Attachment 5). 

4. Seek volunteers to be involved in an in house sustainability group. These are additional to your in house 
sustainability working party. Work really hard to get someone from Council’s communications team to be 
involved. It is essential that the communications aspect of this project be managed efficiently and 
effectively. 

5. Explain how everyone at the presentation will be kept in the loop. 

Meeting 1 – Getting the Work Under Way 

You will probably receive a lot of different ideas on the things Council could do to manage more sustainably at 
the think tank. It is important to pick just a couple of easier projects to begin with just to get some ‘runs on the 
board’. For example, Energy Olympics (see Centroc for details). 

Once you have decided on some projects, put together a step by step implementation plan. This is important as 
everyone involved in this project, including yourself, will have a limited amount of time to implement these plans 
and so a detailed step by step guide is important.  

At the first meeting you should also spend time discussing the most effective ways of getting the sustainability 
message across to all Council personnel efficiently and effectively. It could be through in house newsletters, 
emails, displays and even presentations to staff meetings. 

The first meeting should conclude with, 
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• One or two priority projects selected 

• Workplans for the implementation of those priority projects 

• A communications strategy designed to support program implementation 

• A sub group who are willing to provide extra support on the implementation of a particular program 

• Date for your next gathering 

Subsequent Meetings 

These should be planned around once a quarter or more often if required to keep your team up to date. 
Between meetings encourage team members to do what they can to promote sustainable behaviour. 

Celebrate Successes 

It is very important to celebrate any successes no matter how small. We are not suggesting you send out an 
email a week, but look for opportunities for promoting the positive behaviour of any section in Council. 

All of the social research will tell you that people like to feel good about where they work. Social research also 
tells us that more than 90% of people consider protecting the environment to be ‘very important’ or ‘important’ to 
them. It is anticipated similar results will be achieved in future surveys that ask how the community value 
sustainable management. 

Recognising therefore that most of the people who work for Council want to know some good news about what 
the organisation is doing, seize the opportunity to promote wherever you can. 

Be Patient 

Developing a more positive sustainability culture in any organisation takes time. Once of the recent winners of 
the LGSA’s Sustainable Councils Award said it took seven years from their first meeting to get to the point 
where they believed they were doing excellent work across the organisation. Because that Council took the time 
to put the systems in place to support that good work their sustainability performance continues to improve even 
though the original drivers of the program have now moved on. 

With a good plan, good people and supportive management, you will be amazed at what you can achieve. 
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Attachment 1 – Note to potential sustainability team members 

 

Draft Note to Potential Sustainability Team Members 

Dear …,  

As you may be aware, I am working on a program designed to encourage more sustainable management right 
across our Council and I would like you to be involved. I am not seeking a significant commitment; I more want 
to see what ideas you may have that we can think about and what support you may be able to give me in 
promoting possible sustainability activities. 

A key part of that program will be engaging as many interested members of staff in completing sometimes 
simple actions that can all make a difference. 

In order to kick off our sustainability project, I hope to be offering a presentation on ‘What Is Sustainability?’ as a 
lunch time presentation to all office based personnel. 

Before doing that though, I would like to put together a small sustainability team that can give me a hand in 
organising this presentation and if they like, support the projects we put in place as a result of that presentation. 

I would like you to be a part of that team. I am aware of your interest in sustainability issues and I believe you 
would have a great deal to offer. The group will only be small and your commitment would not be significant. 

I just know from looking at all the great works some other Councils have done in sustainability, there is always a 
pool of people who drive the program forward.  

If you would like to be involved can you please come along to a lunchtime gathering at ?? on ???. The meeting 
will take approximately an hour and we will outline what will be covered in the presentation and I would also like 
your ideas on the type of activities Council may look at to get our sustainability program underway. 

Should you have any questions about this note, please feel free to contact by either return email or on extension 
[insert ext. number]. 

At the meeting I will also talk about some fabulous work that is happening at other Councils, the type of work I 
know we can do and the type of work that will make a real difference to our Council and our community. 

Regards, 

 

 

Sustainability projects officer 
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Attachment 2 – Draft Memo to Management 

Sustainability Presentation 

As you would be aware, Centroc is implementing a program known as ‘That’s A Good Idea’. The purpose of the 
program is to provide resources, support and guidance to Councils in order to encourage more sustainable 
management practices across the region. 

In planning this project, Centroc conducted a significant amount of research on Councils both within the region 
and across Australia who had been implementing sustainability programs for some time. That research 
identified a number of common features in Councils who were doing excellent work including, 

I. Effective engagement of a wide range of Council personnel in the development and implementation of 
sustainability programs 

II. Clear support from senior management 

In order to encourage more wide spread staff participation in our sustainability programs I would like to offer an 
‘Introduction to Sustainability’ presentation. The presentation will take around 20 to 25 minutes and I would 
suggest it be in [insert venue name] at noon in order to minimise disruption. At the conclusion of the 
presentation we will be encouraging everyone there to nominate ideas that we could consider for 
implementation within Council, we will also be seeking expressions of interest from people who may wish to 
participate in the implementation of those programs. 

A copy of the presentation is provided as Attachment 1. 

In order to confirm Council’s commitment to the sustainability program would the General Manager consider 
issuing the invitation to the presentation? A copy of a draft invitation is provided as Attachment 2. 

It would be an even more powerful demonstration of Council’s commitment if the General Manager could also 
officially welcome everyone to the presentation. To that end, the date of the presentation could be set around 
the General Manager’s availability.  

The purpose of this memo is to therefore seek approval to, 

I. Offer a 30 minute presentation to all interested Council personnel at an appropriate time 

II. Issue an invitation to the workshop from the General Manager’s office 

Submitted for advice. 
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Attachment 3 – Sample Invitation to Launch  

 

‘What is Sustainability and Why is it Important?’ 

Over the months and years to come you are going to hear more and more about sustainability. Our Council is 
involved in a Centroc initiated program called ‘That’s A Good Idea’ (TAGI). The purpose of TAGI is to 
encourage the development of more sustainable policies, programs and practices within all Councils in the 
region. 

Most organisations define managing sustainably as ‘focusing on meeting present Community needs without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs’. I am sure that is a management focus you 
would all support. 

[Insert name of TAGI committee member] is our Council’s representative on the TAGI project committee. We 
will be offering a presentation on ‘What is Sustainability and Why is it Important?’ at […..] on [….]. 

The presentation will also outline some of the sustainability initiatives being put in place by Council, what we are 
planning and what you can do to play your part. 

Following on from the presentation, Council is considering the formation of an informal sustainability workgroup. 

I encourage all Council personnel with an interest in this program to come along to the presentation.  

The first presentation will include all head office personnel, presentations to other sections of Council will be 
convened in the near future. 

So, if you can come along could you please email our TAGI committee member on [insert email address] to let 
them know you are coming along. 

I look forward to welcoming you there. 
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Attachment 4 – Presentation on the Introduction to Sustainability  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sustainability 101

Insert your 
Council logo 

here

The purpose of this presentation is really just to introduce the concept of sustainability to people 
at the event. 

The presentation provides a broad definition of what sustainability is about. It talks about some 
of the jargon terms, like Quadruple Bottom Line, but then moves fairly quickly onto what 
sustainable management looks like at a Council and what individuals can do to manage more 
sustainably. 

The purpose of the presentation is to get people interested in being involved in programs 
designed to encourage more sustainable behaviour in Council and to identify some actions that 
people can take. 

Don’t get too caught up in definitions or jargon, more talk about what it means on the ground.  
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What is Sustainable 
Management?
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Definition 

Sustainable management is 
management that focuses on meeting 
present Community needs without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs

There are literally thousands of definitions of sustainability.  

The important factors when considering a definition are, 

It is about a process 

Talk more about managing sustainability than sustainability itself and people will get a better 
understanding of what you are talking about 

It is not something that is brand new, Councils have been involved in sustainable 
management programs for many many years, it’s just they haven’t called them by this title 

It is a useful umbrella to pull a whole lot of very positive programs that do take into account the 
needs of future generations as well as present in their implementation 
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What Are These ‘Present Community 
Needs’?

• Clean water
• Clean air
• Energy
• Fertile soil
• Housing
• Money
• Productive employment
• Healthy biodiversity
• Good food
• Strong community
• Leisure opportunities

If you have sufficient time you may do a quick whip around the room and ask people what they 
think the most important needs are for current generation.  

They are basic, but all the ones listed on the slide are essential to a good quality of life. 
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These are also the needs of future 
generations.

What Are These ‘Present Community 
Needs’?

Managing Sustainably

How do we manage in a way that meets 
these needs now and the needs of future 
generations?
lWe need to change the way we operate.
lWe need to integrate economic, environmental 
and social considerations into decision making, 
balancing short term priorities with longer term 
needs and engaging with people.
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Managing Sustainably

Councils implementing effective 
sustainability programs include initiatives to, 
lReduce their greenhouse gas emissions
lEncourage a healthy local economy
lEnsure sustainability principals are integrated 
into new development
lBuild community links
lProtect the natural environment
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Managing Sustainably

It is not just about the ‘green stuff’. 

It is also about our social, economic and 
cultural development.

It is important that a sustainable decision can be one that has a minimal impact on the 
environment, but a significant positive impact on the social fabric of a community. 

Social, economic and environmental considerations all need to be taken into account when 
making sustainable decisions. 
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Quadruple Bottom Line (QBL)

We often talk about considering the ‘bottom line’
when considering the economic cost of a project. 

Managing sustainably involves looking at what is 
called the Quadruple Bottom Line, the four pillars of 
the Quadruple Bottom Line are:

1. Social costs and benefits
2. Economic costs and benefits
3. Environmental costs and benefits
4. The way we make decisions (governance)

This slide is just there in case people ask you about Quadruple Bottom Line assessments. 

This assessment process requires Council to identify the potential, 

− Social costs and benefits 

− Economic costs and benefits 

− Environmental costs and benefits 

…of a particular program as well as outline the decision making process they would put in place 
for the consideration for this project. 

The concept of Quadruple Bottom Line was designed to take people away from only thinking 
about the economic bottom line of an activity and tries to stress the importance of all of the 
sustainability pillars. 



Introduction to Sustainability Kit                                                                     17 

 
 

Managing Sustainably

Enough Of The Jargon.

What Does It Really Mean? 

Why Is The Decision Making Process 
So Important?

It is important that Council has 
processes in place for engaging groups 
in decisions that effect them.

Effective, well managed engagement 
leads to better sustainability decisions, 
eg. cross Council workgroups and 
community environment committees
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An Example

For example…

Is a community centre that will generate little or 
any income a worthwhile sustainable 
investment if it has a significant positive impact 
on the social environment? 

Managing Sustainably - A Balancing Act

Making decisions that support sustainable 
management can often involve balancing 
the economic, social and environmental 
impact of a project or activity.
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It’s not always cut and dried.  Managing 
sustainably is often about making 
judgement calls.

What is important is that those judgement 
calls take into account all elements of 
sustainability.

Managing Sustainably - A Balancing Act
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Managing sustainably doesn’t always have to 
cost money upfront.   Many sustainable 
management programs actually save money.

1. Energy management programs 
2. Fleet management programs 
3. Water management programs

Managing Sustainably – The Cost

One of the urban myths of sustainability is that it always costs money. 

You don’t have to think very hard to work out that, 

− Reducing energy use 

− Reducing water use 

− Reducing the generation of waste 

…will in fact save money and measurable money. 

That does not mean to say that some sustainable management activities won’t cost more, 
particularly in the short term, but considered over the life of a project (pay back period) the 
benefits can be quite significant 
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Sometimes managing sustainably does cost 
more money. 

Council therefore has to decide whether the 
benefits to quality of life from a sustainable 
management programme for both current 
and future generations is worth the extra 
economic cost. 

Sometimes it will be, sometimes it won’t.

Managing Sustainably – The Cost
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Why Should Council Become Involved?

You and your family live, 
work and/or play here

The most powerful reason for Council to become involved is that sustainable management 
creates a better quality of life for families who live in the area both now and in the future. 

With most Councils many of the people who work at Council also live in the area, so this could be 
a powerful motivator. 

The second point talks about community demand. The department of Environment and Climate 
Change and Water has conducted a significant social research project ‘Who Cares About The 
Environment?’ that has found community demand for more effective environmental protection has 
grown significantly over the past twelve years.  

Eg. In the latest survey, around 95% of all respondents (equal split between metropolitan, regional 
and rural areas) declared that environmental protection was either ‘very important’ or ‘important’ to 
them. 
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The Community Expects It

The (DECC) survey “Who Cares 
About The Environment?” found 
that the community demand for 
environmental protection 
continues to grow.

More than 50% of respondents from 
Regional and Rural NSW
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The Community Expects It
Q. – Who do you think is doing enough and who do you 
think should be doing more to protect the environment.?

With this slide it is important to point out that while local Councils are considered to be the most 
active of all levels of government, 71% of people still think Councils could be doing more. 

There is a high level of community expectation for more effective sustainable management. 
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Why Should Council Become Involved?
We cannot expect other businesses in the 
community to manage more sustainably if 
we are not leading the way

Why Should Council Become Involved?
Councils responsibility to take a 
leadership role on  key issues

It’s the law
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It’s Great For The Local Economy

Tourists have high expectations of 
support services, interpretative 
activities and healthy natural resources 

Community well being is enhanced by 
effective sustainable management –
people really feel where they live is 
special
Can you think of other economic benefits of 
sustainable management?

Farmers and graziers rely on healthy soil, healthy 
waterways and quality infrastructure
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It’s The Law

The Local Government Act requires to 
manage in line with the principles of 
‘ecologically sustainable development’ or 
sustainable management

Do not press this issue too much on the law. That should be the final motivator and no Council 
has ever been charged with a breach of this aspect of the Local Government Act.  

So, if you think enforcement is required to motivate your Council this is probably not the issue to 
be working on. 
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What Are Some Other Things Council 
Can Do?

Council is the biggest land manager in 
our area.

Council is responsible for infrastructure 
development and maintenance and land 
development.

It is important our development activities 
are carried out sustainably

Some Simple Things We Could Do At Work

Print double sided 

Switch off computers and screens

Use recycled paper 

Buy local produce 

Take your own coffee cup with you

They will all make a difference
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What Else Can Council Do?

Council is an educator.

We are involved with professional 
associations, community groups and 
school groups. 

We can assist in the development of the 
community’s knowledge on sustainability 
and the actions they can take.
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What Do You Think Council Can Do?

Can you think of some other simple 
things Council can do that will assist in 
meeting ‘present community needs 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs?’

(Exercise)

Before the meeting buy a collection of two different coloured plain cards – people will be writing suggestions on these cards. 

It is very important to try and engage as many members of staff as possible in your sustainability project. 

Your initial presentation will catch people who are interested. 

It is therefore recommended as a way of building on that interest with the following activity being incorporated in the presentation.  

At the end of the PowerPoint, break everyone attending up into functional groups, ie. people from Accounts could be one group, 
people from Human Resources another, people from Engineering, people from Planning, etc. Ask each of them as a group to discuss 
what things they might be able to do in their area in order to manage more sustainably. Ask them to talk about what simple things they 
could do immediately and what more significant things they may be able to do in the medium to long term.  

Allow 10 to 15 minutes for this discussion. 

When people are broken into groups give one of each coloured card to every person in that group. At the end of the discussion, ask 
every person who is there to write down one idea they think could be implemented in their area or across Council that would have an 
immediate or short tem impact (on one coloured card) and one idea that could be implemented over the medium to long term (on the 
other coloured card). They should write these on cards that you have distributed at the beginning of the discussion. 

Stress to people that it is very important that they put their names on the cards. That way you can come back to them to discuss what 
they have proposed. You should stress that if they do suggest an idea that it doesn’t automatically mean they are going to be 
responsible for putting it in place. The purpose of this is to give people the opportunity to have a say and see what it is people can 
come up with. 

Collect the cards at the end of the presentation. 

At the first meeting of your sustainability working group, which should take place within three or four weeks of the presentation, see if 
you can divide the cards into specific areas, eg. energy management, water management, waste management, land use planning, 
purchasing, fleet management, etc. 

Then as a committee see which of the suggestions can be developed into a project. It is important in the first instance to pick a simple 
project to implement, but also to use the cards as a basis for the development of a sustainability workplan. 

When you have decided what one or two projects you will be trying to implement in the first instance, it is extremely important to 
feedback to everyone who attended the launch and indeed everyone across Council. 

This methodology has been tried at a number of Councils and it has been successful where the communications loop is closed and 
everyone gets feedback. It has not worked where people have been asked for their ideas and then they hear nothing more. 

So go ahead, ask your people what you think should happen, you will be surprised at the responses you get. 
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At Work

l Turn off lights, machinery and equipment 
when not in use

l Use in house recycling facilities
l Play your part in reducing water use
l Look for things we can do more 

sustainably and tell us

What Can You Do As 
An Individual?

Insert your 
Council logo 

here
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Where To From Here?

l Are you interested in being involved in a 
Council sustainability group?

l We will pick one or two projects to focus 
on, eg. energy management, water use, 
waste, community education.

l We will consider developing a 
sustainability plan.

At Home

l Turn off lights, machinery and equipment 
when not in use

l Encourage reduction of waste per 
household

l Use recycled products where possible
l Support local ‘grow your own’ fruit and 

vegetable retailers or farmers
l Support local businesses
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Your Commitment

If you would like to become involved in a 
local sustainability group, please see me 
after the presentation

Your Commitment

l Group will meet every three months to review 
progress and plan programmes

l You will be encouraged to talk to your own 
colleagues about sustainability and what they 
can do to make Council activities more 
sustainable

l Participate in programmes like, Energy 
Olympics and Water Conservation Education
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Thank You

…today is a great beginning
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Attachment 5 – Outline of Engagement Activity 

Before the meeting buy a collection of two different coloured plain cards – people will be writing suggestions on 
these cards. 

It is very important to try and engage as many members of staff as possible in your sustainability project. 

Your initial presentation will catch people who are interested. 

It is therefore recommended as a way of building on that interest with the following activity being incorporated in 
the presentation.  

At the end of the PowerPoint, break everyone attending up into functional groups, ie. people from Accounts 
could be one group, people from Human Resources another, people from Engineering, people from Planning, 
etc. Ask each of them as a group to discuss what things they might be able to do in their area in order to 
manage more sustainably. Ask them to talk about what simple things they could do immediately and what more 
significant things they may be able to do in the medium to long term.  

Allow 10 to 15 minutes for this discussion. 

When people are broken into groups give one of each coloured card to every person in that group. At the end of 
the discussion, ask every person who is there to write down one idea they think could be implemented in their 
area or across Council that would have an immediate or short tem impact (on one coloured card) and one idea 
that could be implemented over the medium to long term (on the other coloured card). They should write these 
on cards that you have distributed at the beginning of the discussion. 

Stress to people that it is very important that they put their names on the cards. That way you can come back to 
them to discuss what they have proposed. You should stress that if they do suggest an idea that it doesn’t 
automatically mean they are going to be responsible for putting it in place. The purpose of this is to give people 
the opportunity to have a say and see what it is people can come up with. 

Collect the cards at the end of the presentation. 

At the first meeting of your sustainability working group, which should take place within three or four weeks of 
the presentation, see if you can divide the cards into specific areas, eg. energy management, water 
management, waste management, land use planning, purchasing, fleet management, etc. 

Then as a committee see which of the suggestions can be developed into a project. It is important in the first 
instance to pick a simple project to implement, but also to use the cards as a basis for the development of a 
sustainability workplan. 

When you have decided what one or two projects you will be trying to implement in the first instance, it is 
extremely important to feedback to everyone who attended the launch and indeed everyone across Council. 

This methodology has been tried at a number of Councils and it has been successful where the 
communications loop is closed and everyone gets feedback. It has not worked where people have been asked 
for their ideas and then they hear nothing more. 

So go ahead, ask your people what you think should happen, you will be surprised at the responses you get. 
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Attachment 6 – Workplan  

Program Coordinator 

Council 
 
Task 

 
Responsibility Date 

Completed 
Step 1. Read all documents in the Kit   

Step 2. Identify potential allies / colleagues for your Sustainability 
Project Team 

  

Step 3. Invite potential members of the Sustainability Project Team 
to an informal meeting (draft note - Attachment 1) 

  

Step 4. Convene meeting of potential Sustainability team   

Step 5. Seek Management support (draft note to management - 
Attachment 2) 

  

Step 6. Invite all interested personnel to the Sustainability Project 
launch (draft invite – Attachment 3) 

  

Step 7. Launch (draft timetable for launch – Attachment 4 & draft 
PowerPoint presentation for launch – Attachment 5) 

  

Step 8. Inform all Sustainability Project team participants from Step 
4 and other interested personnel from Step 7) 

  

Step 9. Develop workplan   

Step 10. Implement workplan   

Step 11. Regularly celebrate successes   
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Report Summary 

This report, Barriers & Drivers to Sustainability in Local Government, documents the 
research undertaken for the Urban Sustainability Support Alliance and covers: 

• The main drivers and barriers in relation to achieving sustainability 
in Local Government experienced by council staff; 

• The tools and approaches being used by NSW councils to measure progress 
towards sustainability; and 

• A summary of evaluation frameworks and tools used more broadly in Australia 
and overseas. 

The research presented here is the product of the application of two methodologies. 
Firstly, ‘desktop’ research reviews of the literature available in various media, and 
secondly, semi-structured interviews with individuals nominated by the 32 
participating NSW councils, undertaken from late November 2008 through to early 
February 2009. The report is structured to represent the findings of each of the 
interview questions, and includes the findings on evaluation tools and frameworks 
as an appendix. 

In order to appreciate the rich diversity of approaches, experiences and insights 
provided by those interviewed, the report findings should be read in their entirety. A 
summary of the main findings is highlighted below. 

Findings on drivers and barriers 

The main drivers and enablers identified were: general manager and senior 
management support, mayor and councillor leadership, media coverage of global 
and local issues, active and engaged communities, dedicated sustainability staff, a 
sympathetic organisational culture, effective management systems, external 
funding, supportive legislation and partnerships, and external agency support. 

The main barriers identified were: lack of organisational support, the gap between 
sustainability theory and practice, inadequate systems for managing information, 
competing priorities, availability of internal and external funding, limited staff 
capacity and high turnover, research and development challenges, the language of 
sustainability, dealing with other government agencies, and limitations of legislation 
in relation to sustainability provisions. Barriers relating to size and geographic 
location, particularly for small, isolated councils, emerged as a major theme. 

Findings on support requested by councils 

Participants requested support with specific aspects of training, skills development 
and information provision, and provided suggestions for case studies, templates and 
evaluation tools. Assistance was requested with mentoring, benchmarking, 
accessing funding resources and advocacy around policy issues. The value of 
resource and information sharing between councils, and assistance with 
opportunities for networking, also featured in the responses. 

Findings on tools being used for evaluation and measuring progress 

In providing information on tools for evaluation and for measuring progress towards 
sustainability, participants referred to corporate frameworks and tools as well as 
specific tools for evaluating the sustainability performance of their organisation. 
They also provided feedback on environmental and sustainability reporting, the use 
of indicators for reporting progress, tools for evaluating projects and programs and 
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tools for assisting with decision making. Most participating councils face significant 
challenges with evaluation and measuring progress towards sustainability, and 
report that it is an area where they would welcome assistance. 

The matrix of evaluation tools, provided in Appendix A, summarises tools used by 
participating councils and six additional tools found through the desktop research. 

Next steps 

The research provides the basis for developing additional resources for councils, 
that is the focus of the next stage of the research to be undertaken by ISF for the USSA. 
ISF is further reviewing and analysing these findings and will prepare 
recommendations for consideration by the USSA Steering Committee. 

The research findings outlined in this report and the detailed feedback provided by 
individual participating councils will also assist the USSA in planning how to most 
effectively assist NSW councils in the future. 
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1 Background and introduction 

1.1 The Urban Sustainability Support Alliance (USSA) 
The USSA is a partnership of organisations that together help councils move 
towards urban sustainabil ity. The USSA is made up of the Department of 
Environment and Climate Change (DECC), Eurobodalla Shire Council,. Local 
Government and Shires Associations of NSW (LGSA),. Local Government Managers 
Australia NSW (LGMA), .Manly Council and the Sydney Coastal Councils Group. 
The USSA helps NSW councils that are implementing sustainability projects to 
realise the full potential of their projects and ensure that lessons learnt by councils in 
their journey toward sustainabil ity are shared. It is assisted by the NSW 
Environmental Trust, through its Urban Sustainability Program (USP), and is 
coordinated by the Local Government and Shires Associations. 

1.2 Information about this project 
The USSA initiated this research project with the intention of giving Local 
Governments in NSW a better understanding of the range of sustainability initiatives 
that have been developed by councils and the measures that are being used to 
assess how well they are moving toward sustainability. The intention is to help the USSA 
to develop resources that will be available for the whole sector and are 
documented through the experiences of councils of different sizes, in different 
locations and with varying resources at their disposal. 

The Institute for Sustainable Futures (ISF) at the University of Technology Sydney 
was commissioned to undertake the project following a competitive tendering 
process. ISF is an independent Institute within UTS that works with industry, 
government and the community to create sustainable futures through project based 
research. It is funded by its research and consulting activities but operates on a not- for-
profit basis. ISF is now also a member of USSA. 

1.3 Purpose of this report 
The following report documents the research undertaken for the first stage of the 
project. This research covered: 

• The main drivers and barriers experienced by council staff in relation to 
achieving sustainability in Local Government 

• The tools and approaches being used by NSW councils to measure progress 
towards sustainability 

• A summary of evaluation frameworks and tools used more broadly in Australia 
and overseas. 

The report also outlines ways that the USSA could support councils in overcoming 
barriers to sustainability in their council. 

A review of sustainability initiatives within the Local Government sector was also 
undertaken by ISF as part of the first stage of research (Herriman J, and Patterson, 
J, 2009) The review, which is provided in a separate report, is described below. 
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1.4 ISF report on sustainability initiatives being undertaken by 
NSW councils 
As part of the first stage of this project, the ISF team undertook research into 
initiatives taking place in the Local Government sector as it moves towards 
sustainability. A summary of this information is provided in the report, Local 
Government Initiatives for Sustainability, to the USSA. As that report provides the context 
for the review of drivers and barriers to sustainability, readers who are unfamiliar 
with the Local Government sector are encouraged to read it in conjunction with this 
one. 

The review of initiatives draws on three main sources: 

1. A desktop review of sector-wide sustainability trends and initiatives. 
2. Council websites – these were reviewed prior to each interview, to identify some 

of the specific initiatives taking place in each participating council. 
3. Interviews with councils – interviews were used to provide examples of specific 

initiatives. 

The review addresses the integration of sustainability principles by councils across 
policies, strategies, programs, projects, partnerships, engagement and education 
and public participation. It also briefly covers funding sources and concludes with 
some reflections on the integration of sustainability within Local Government. 

1.5 Complementary research 
It should be noted that the USSA itself and its various members have undertaken or are 
undertaking other research projects that cover related issues to the project 
reported here, including work funded by the DECC. The related research of 
particular relevance to this project includes funding for a consortium of six councils 
to look at organisational development for sustainability. 

Findings of the Sustainability education survey (Local Government and Shires 
Associations of NSW, 2008) and the report, Environmental and sustainability 
education in local councils: a snapshot of current practice in eight NSW councils 
prepared by ISF for DECC (Partridge, E and Herriman, J, 2008) also relate to this 
work. While focusing on education for sustainability, both reports provide feedback more 
generally on relevant initiatives and on drivers and barriers to sustainability. 

Three other pieces of research that make observations relating to drivers and 
barriers to sustainability in Local Government are contained in the reports Systems 
approach to regional climate change adaptation strategies prepared for the Sydney 
Coastal Councils Group (SCCG, 2008), Local Institutional Development and 
Organisational Change for Advancing Sustainable Urban Water Futures (Brown, R, 
2004) and the recent evaluation of the NSW Local Government Sustainability Health 
Check (Asker, S & Coleman, V, 2008). 

Dialogue is ongoing to ensure that this project complements other research 
designed to assist councils in their sustainability journey. 
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2 Project Methodology 2.1 

Overall approach 

The research presented here is the product of the application of two methodologies. 
Firstly, ‘desktop’ research reviews of the literature available in various media 
(including on-line material as well as more conventional published documentation). 
Second, semi-structured interviews with individuals nominated by the 32 
participating councils undertaken from late November 2008 through to early 
February 2009. 

The review of approaches to sustainability and the tools for evaluation also draws on 
the knowledge and experience of ISF in working with individual councils, and on that of 
the other members of the USSA. 

The work with individual councils was designed to be undertaken in two stages. In 
the first stage, reported here, the semi-structured interviews were undertaken to 
gain a snapshot of what is being done in regard to sustainability, the issues being 
faced by councils and how they judge or measure how well they think they are 
doing. 

In the second stage to be completed later in 2009, the project team will be looking in 
more detail at some of the approaches and projects identified in Stage One. It was 
intended that the second stage assess existing evaluation tools and approaches and 
determine if new (or adapted) tools are needed by councils. The focus of future work 
will be confirmed following a considered review of the findings by the USSA Steering 
Committee. 

2.2 Selection of councils 
In discussion with the USSA, it was agreed that the method to be used in identifying the 
councils for this first stage of interviews would be to invite expressions of interest from 
selected councils. The selection was undertaken to ensure representation of the full 
diversity of the Local Government sector in NSW in terms of size, geographic location 
and level of resourcing, as well as in the approaches to integrating sustainability. 
It was undertaken in three phases, with the assistance and advice of the Monitoring and 
Evaluation Sub-committee of the USSA, to ensure that where there appeared to be 
gaps in coverage in terms of this diversity a direct approach could be made to 
specific councils to fill those gaps. The selection and targeting was also focussed 
to ensure that the group did not merely represent the experience of councils that are 
known to have a well developed and implemented approach to “sustainability” or are 
known to be leaders in the field. 

The invitations were sent to both the Mayors and General Managers in each council. 
Once the council had submitted an expression of interest indicating that it wished to be 
involved, the General Manager or the appropriate Director/Senior Manager was asked 
to identify the contact person for interview. 

Councils taking part in the Stage One research were: 

• Albury City Council 

• Ballina Shire Council 

• Bourke Shire Council 

• City of Canada Bay Council 
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• Clarence Valley Council 

• Eurobadalla Shire Council 

• Gosford City Council 

• Griffith Shire Council 
• Greater Hume Shire Council 

• Hornsby Shire Council 

• Kempsey Shire Council 

• Lake Macquarie City Council 

• Leichhardt Municipal Council 

• Lismore City Council 

• Liverpool Plains Shire Council 

• Manly Counci l 

• Marrickville Council 

• Newcastle City Council 

• Orange City Council 

• Parramatta City Council 

• Penrith Council 

• Pittwater Council 

• Port Stephens Council 

• Rockdale City Council 

• Sutherland Council 

• Strathfield Shire Council 

• City of Sydney Council 

• Tamworth Regional Council 

• Tumut Shire Council 

• Wagga Wagga City Council 

• Warringah Council 

• Wyong Shire Council 

2.3 Council interviews 
Interviews were undertaken either as face to face meetings where feasible, or over the 
telephone when not. In either case, the interview covered the same questions and 
took between one to two hours. 

The interviewers addressed the following questions: 

1. What is motivating or driving change towards sustainability within your council? 
2. What is posing a barrier or obstacle to change? [internal or external] 
3. What support do you feel you (or your council) would benefit from? 
4. How is your council assessing progress towards becoming more sustainable? 
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5. What methods or tools for evaluation are being used in regard to: 
( i )  Po l i c ies a nd  s t ra teg ies? 
( i i )  Programs and  projects? 

6. In your opinion how useful are they? 

2.4 Assumptions 
There are many subtle differences in international definitions and views on what 
sustainability means. Councils in NSW currently operate under legislation that gives 
them broad obligations for consideration of ecologically sustainable development in their 
management planning (under the Local Government Act 1993) and for reporting 
on the State of the Environment. However, each council interprets these broad 
obligations in its own way. ISF’s approach in working with a council is therefore 
to take the council’s own interpretation and definitions of “sustainability” to determine the 
scope of the activities to be covered. 

Stage One of this research project, including the interview process, was designed as 
a mapping exercise and was not intended as a comprehensive report of all 
participating council initiatives and perspectives. 
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3 Drivers and barriers to achieving sustainability in 
Local Government 

As the USSA has been funded to help councils with their sustainability journey, this 
part of the research will provide valuable feedback for the alliance in reviewing its services 
to NSW councils and planning future activities. Interview participants were invited to reflect 
on both internal and external drivers and barriers. 

3.1 Summary of reported drivers 
The council interviews included the question: “What is motivating or driving change 
towards sustainability within your council?” The following ten themes describe the 
main drivers identified and are listed broadly in order of significance. 

While this research question was only intended to provide a snapshot of the current 
situation, it highlights key success factors, including the influence of external trends. 
This information can assist the USSA to helping practitioners understand these 
drivers and work with them to embed sustainability within their organisation. 

i. General Manager and senior management support 
One of the strongest themes in regard to enabling factors was the personal 
commitment, knowledge and leadership provided by senior management, in 
particular the General Manager of the council. As well as requiring managers to 
change old methods, supportive management recognise and reward staff 
achievements in the area of sustainability. Incorporating sustainability-related 
functions into managers’ job descriptions helped to recruit senior staff with this 
focus. 

Interview participants made the following observations: 

The General Manager views sustainability as core business and requires the 
integration of a triple bottom line approach into the Management Plan. 
Our GM is a major driver; he is very knowledgeable and has the right team. 
It was also observed by one participant that the General Managers group within their 
regional organisation of councils was a real driver. As well as reinforcing the 
importance of peer influence, this highlights the value of forums for information 
exchange at a senior level. 

ii. Mayor and councillor leaders hip 
The difference made by strong leadership from the elected council was stressed by 
a number of participants. Just having one or two new councillors who were open to, and 
positive about, sustainability was very helpful. 

In some cases Mayors were personally involved, for example in chairing a 
Sustainability Working Party. However, even where councillors were more pragmatic 
they would support prioritisations of environmental sustainability. Interview 
participants made the following observations: 

The Mayor was extra supportive – such an initiative won’t move without political 
and executive leadership. 

The change in composition of our councillors- having more women councillors has 
made a real difference. 
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Examples were provided of the external leadership provided by elected 
representatives, including media releases on new sustainability initiatives and the 
achievement of milestones. 

iii. Media coverage of global and local issues 
Many interview participants referred to the influence increased media coverage of 
environmental issues had on their council, in particular coverage of climate change. By 
implication, this factor was also linked to the greater level of understanding of 
climate change and other environmental issues. Interview participants had this to 
say on the issue: 

During our recent community consultation process, climate change was identified 
as a key priority. 

There was heightened awareness after the movie ‘An Inconvenient Truth’, by Al 
Gore, and the associated media. 
Climate change is a huge motivational issue for council. 

In some regional areas, salinity has been a ‘real hook’, as it is a major issue affecting 
everybody in the area, including developers. 

iv. Act ive and engaged community  
The influence of active communities was a common theme. Some areas have a high 
number of Landcare groups and bushland conservation volunteers, which has had a 
major influence on the policies and priorities of the elected council. Another reported on 
the influence of letters advocating action on particular issues. 

Active environmental community groups translates into political action. 
We have a green oriented community, which is reflected in the elected council. 
Other councils have formal community advisory committees, and although their 
representativeness was sometimes questioned, they were viewed as helpful on the 
whole. Those committees that included local people with scientific backgrounds or other 
relevant expertise were viewed as particularly influential. One interview 
participant spoke about the importance of their advisory committee in giving the 
community a voice. 

Several people emphasised that when a community is well informed they are more likely 
to be engaged, and cited examples of council actions designed to build an aware 
community. One interview participant from a regional council stressed the importance of 
local knowledge and good informal networks when communicating with an audience 
beyond the established community groups. 

v. Dedica ted  s ustainabi l i ty staff 
Many councils did not have dedicated sustainability staff, let alone sustainability 
units, but those who did identified as a major enabler. While these positions were 
based in environmental teams or natural resource management areas, an 
increasing number were positioned within the corporate area of council. Functions of 
dedicated staff included coordinating efforts across the council, managing 
interdepartmental teams, making links with external agencies, introducing new 
approaches and ways of thinking, and maintaining the momentum for change. 
Those working within corporate areas were seen to be effective drivers when they 
had sufficient seniority, delegation and content knowledge. 
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Regardless of which division they belonged to, their personal motivation and their 
skills in motivating staff at all levels of the organisation was viewed as a key factor. 
A range of creative and effective approaches were cited during the interviews. 
Examples included preparation of take-home kits for staff members, education via 
the intranet, internal staff surveys and promotion of achievements and awards. 

vi. Sympathetic organisational culture 
A related enabling factor was the organisational culture, specifically how open staff were 
to change and how sympathetic they were to a sustainability agenda. In some cases 
this had been built up over time through a history of strong leadership and a policy of 
recruiting people with these values and skills. A couple of councils spoke of having a 
high proportion of staff who live in the area and who valued the rich natural resources of 
that area. One council turned a staff shortage into an opportunity: 

Quite a lot of our staff are recruited from overseas, and we find that they are very 
open to new and different ways of doing things. 

Sustainability committees were established in a number of councils and, where 
these worked well, were instrumental in building ownership across the organisation and a 
strong sense of motivation to come up with new and improved ways of doing things. A 
few people noted how rewarding it was when they learned of initiatives in other parts of 
the organisation that they hadn’t been involved with. 

Our sustainability committee is very active, with initiatives and ideas coming from all 
areas of council. We have staff keen to join! 

vii.  Effect ive management systems 
While organisational and administrative systems came up more often as a barrier, some 
interview participants highlighted the enabling impact of good systems in achieving 
sustainability outcomes. These included: 

• Organisational structures that broke down silos, for example organised groups 
around themes. 

• Requiring managers to undertake interdepartmental activities. 

• Excellent induction programs and internal education to build awareness of 
sustainability as everyone’s responsibility. 

• Cross-council teams set up to deal with areas that were traditionally in one 
division, for example integrated water management and integrated planning. 

• Effective use of databases to enable staff to keep up with developments and 
easily access information on all sustainability related work of the council. 

Not all the responses concerned new approaches. A couple of interview participants 
spoke about the value of sticking with programs and seeing them properly 
implemented. One example was thorough the integration of an environmental 
management approach into all activities of outdoor staff, and the regular reporting 
that was part of that system. Another council with a strong commitment to a triple bottom 
line approach saw no need to change to a ‘quadruple bottom line’ approach, as it would 
only confuse staff with yet more change. 

Council amalgamations were reported to have a positive impact. One interview 
participant said that the amalgamations were initially resisted but it led to greater 
efficiencies and new ways of doing things. Another said that amalgamation was an 
impetus for new sustainability initiatives, as everything was changing and it was a chance 
to review the way things were done. 
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vi i i .  E x te r na l  f u nd i ng  
Several councils highlighted funding from DECC and the NSW Environmental Trust 
in supporting their sustainability work and allowing them to have a wider reach 
internally and externally. USSA initiatives were mentioned positively, in particular the 
intensive training program. Funding has allowed some councils to make use of 
external facilitators, which was particularly helpful in building senior management support. 

Related initiatives supported by DECC were mentioned, for example the 2008 
Conference Integrating Sustainability in Local Government (held at Luna Park), 
which was a key motivator for one mayor to go back to his council and inspire 
further action. 

Federal Government infrastructure funding is a significant new source of funds, with 
some councils seeing the opportunity for sustainability related work. 

i x .  L e g i s l a t i o n  
While noting that it was not used as well as it could be, one interview participant 
referred to the principles of Ecologically Sustainable Development outlined in the 
Local Government Act 1993 and related requirements as an important driver. There 
was a general view that regardless of the weaknesses of State of the Environment 
reports, they did provide impetus for the dedication of council resources to this area, 
and for accounting to the community for some aspects of sustainability. This view 
was supported by evidence from councils who didn’t have many of the enablers 
listed above, but who did meet their obligations in relation to reporting. 

Several referred to the proposed Department of Local Government (DLG) Integrated 
Planning reforms and the new opportunity these reforms could provide to integrate 
sustainability. Because it is a NSW Government initiated change relevant to all 
councils, it has legitimacy with council executives. 

Another made the observation that prescription by State Government provides a 
clear objective and more certainty for councils, for example the introduction of 
BASIX for new residential developments. 

x .  Partnerships and external agency support 
On the whole regional partnerships were viewed very positively. Councils spoke of 
the long history of working with their local Catchment Management Authority (CMA). 
Others spoke of their regional organisation of councils (ROC) and the value of 
resource sharing, joint training and good information sharing. 

The Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) program was mentioned by several councils as a 
helpful enabler, particularly in earlier years when they were starting out in this area of 
work. In one case, the CCP modular approach assisted the council to restructure 
their management plan thematically rather than departmentally. 
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3.2 Summary of reported barriers 
The thirty one council interviews regarding sustainability also included the question: 
“What is posing a barrier or obstacle to change?” [Internal or External]. It should be 
noted that a range of approaches for dealing with these barriers were raised, which will 
inform the next stage of the research. The following ten themes describe the main 
barriers identified and are listed broadly in order of significance. 

i. Lack of organisational support 
While some participating councils reported that the senior management and elected 
representatives were major drivers, this was not the case for others. The following views 
reflect the lack of leadership in this area, or the failure of leadership to inspire others in 
the organisation with the same vision: 

The prevailing culture is complacency and there’s also uncertainty about the 
politics. 

Middle management see these issues as a problem for the environment 
department, and not part of their job. 

Council still needs to motivate and demonstrate the benefits to planners, 
engineers and outdoor staff. 

In a few cases, participants reported changes for the worse, with new councillors 
being less supportive and more reactive. Another council advised that despite a 
good reputation, the sustainability agenda relies on individuals and only occurs in pockets 
across council. 

One reported that their organisation tends to have a short term focus, which was at odds 
with the notion for planning with future generations in mind. 

ii. Theory versus practice 
A common and related theme was a difference between what was espoused and 
what was practiced, and policies not being carried through to implementation. 
Interview participants made the following observations: 

Sustainability needs to be part of business plans and job descriptions and as 
strong a driver as OH & S. 

Individual performance assessments need to be more consistent and formal. 

Staff find it hard to link their work and concepts of sustainability. 

Resistance to change was also discussed, with the familiar example given of the 
sense of entitlement to company vehicles (and to particular sized vehicles) in some 
sections of council. As well there were some remaining prejudices towards those 
staff with a “green” agenda - condescending attitudes towards community 
development and social service activities still remain and undermine efforts to have 
social aspects of sustainability taken seriously. The idea of the “comfort of 
familiarity” as a barrier to putting theory into practice was also noted by one 
interview participant. 
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iii. Inadequate systems for managing information 
Even for councils with the right motivation and a range of good programs, there 
were challenges with putting in place systems that would best support their efforts 
and help with the planning, promotion, and monitoring and evaluation of initiatives. 

For many participating councils, data management and IT systems presented real 
challenges. The problems of complex and incompatible systems, or lack of 
automation, added to the time involved in planning, coordination and reporting. 

iv. Competi ng pr iori t ies  
Related to the issue of organisational support were comments about competing 
priorities. Interview participants had these things to say: 

We are so isolated that issues like public health are more important. 
Environment has a low priority. 
The community is growing so quickly that council is struggling to survive – we’ve 
had a major skills shortage. 

The main push from councillors is for economic development, often at the expense 
of natural values. 
Asset management and financial sustainability agenda is currently driving future 
planning. 

For business units competing with external consultants, sustainability is seen 
as a cost when competing for tenders. Even if sustainability criteria are adopted, 
there is still the issue of what weighting is given. 

It was understood that a lower priority for environmental or social equity issues was often a 
reflection of prevailing community attitudes, or lobbying by particular interest groups. 
Interesting examples were provided around the topics of economic growth versus 
protection of natural assets, and private car use versus public transport and cycling. These 
get to the heart of the triple bottom line decision making process, and would provide 
interesting case studies. 

In some cases when the sustainability or environment agenda was being handled in the 
corporate area, it wasn’t seen it as a priority. One example was where work on 
Environmental Management Systems was given to the Occupational Health and 
Safety unit to manage, and it was not given the same importance. 

v. Internal and external  funding 
Most interview participants raised resourcing as a barrier to implementing actions detailed 
in sustainability plans. Several spoke about the current economic climate putting a strain 
on council budgets, with implications for staffing. While some councils have 
environmental levies that help fund sustainability related positions, an 
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example was given of a council that discontinued their environment levy in favour of 
an infrastructure levy. 

In relation to external funding, the view was put that while seed funding is 
appreciated, staff usually aren’t allocated [by council] to continue any work begun. Others 
spoke of the difficulty of getting funding because of the costs of preparing submissions and 
administering grants. 

In terms of council decision making processes, it was reported that councillors will 
often decide on projects that aren’t itemised in existing plans and budgets, and so 
divert staff and budgets away from current priorities. 

vi.  Staff capacity and turnover 
Staff with responsibilities for engaging their organisations with this area of work, felt the 
pressures of their wide ranging responsibilities and the types of skills required of them. 

It can be a barrier to try and do everything at once; it’s easy to feel 
overwhelmed and end in inertia. 

We don’t have the level of skills and expertise required. 
My position in the organisation means that I can’t tell anyone to do anything so I 
need to use influence. 
There was feedback on the need for increasing skills of staff more generally: 

Policy development skills are lacking and you can’t buy a sustainability framework off 
the shelf. You have to build the capacity and confidence of staff in the process. 

Project Management itself is multidisciplinary and complex. It’s hard for people to 
get their brains around this sort of stuff. 
In smaller councils staff with no training need to take on these extra 
responsibilities and mistakes get made. 

There’s a general lack of knowledge, in particular in how to integrate social and 
economic factors with environment. 

It was also understood that what is being asked of everyone in the council is a 
different way of thinking and doing their work: 

Holistic thinking, and understanding what QBL and collaboration mean in practice, 
is difficult for many. 
Staff turnover was specifically mentioned as a barrier to making progress. 

With high turnover, staff can bring poor practices [from other workplaces] which 
aren’t challenged. 

A lot of people are acting in positions, and it’s hard to keep trying to engage with 
various people in the roles. 

vii .  Research and development challenges 
There was a general acceptance that environment and sustainability positions 
required new knowledge and new ways of doing things, but time for reflection, 
reading and keeping up with developments was a real challenge. Participants 
reported the following: 
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I don’t have time to look at case studies; we need specific information for where we 
are at. 

It’s difficult to find time to explore what’s out there, including other council initiatives. 

A number of people mentioned the difficulties with getting good data in order to be 
able measure and report on progress - particularly if they were relying on outside 
bodies to provide it - and their frustration with lack of good indicators. There were 
risks associated with promoting new or innovative technologies, and it was often 
difficult to do the research to support recommendations. 

Associated issues were the costs involved in obtaining reliable data, and finding 
appropriate and affordable external assistance. 

vi i i .  The  language of sustaina bil ity  
While practitioners in this area understood that the word sustainability is convenient short 
hand for a set of well understood principles, the term often proved problematic when 
used more widely: 

There’s confusion about the term “sustainability”; it is so general that it starts to 
mean everything. 

It can be surrounded by elusive rhetoric which is not pragmatic or meaningful. 

Lack of staff understanding – sustainability seen as a “green” agenda. 

Motherhood statements in (TBL) reports are common. 

Language can be a barrier, sometimes people are sick of the “s” word. 
Terminology is sometimes not helpful, and jargon can be threatening - need to tone 
it down. 

The above comments indicate that it is not just the term sustainability that can be 
problematic. For example the term ‘triple bottom line”, while convenient short hand to 
convey an important concept, proved a barrier in one council. 

ix. Dealing with other government agencies 
While relations were often very good at a personal level with officers in other 
government agencies, the lack of co-ordination between Federal and State plans 
and agencies, and between state agencies, complicated work at the local level 
unnecessarily and often hindered progress. 

A number of examples were provided of targets and schemes imposed on councils, for 
example the Metro Strategy targets, which involved major infrastructure and 
resourcing challenges for council. Yet guidance on matters where help was required 
was seen to be lacking. 

The problem with duplication was also raised, for example with Catchment 
Management Authorities. 
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x. Legislation 
While legislation was recognised as a driver, it was also a common view that it is 
behind current practice and that the debates and issues in the Local Government 
sector now are at a very different stage from when the Local Government Act 1993 was 
drafted. 

One participant commented that if councils are not simply to reflect community 
attitudes, which can often provide a barrier, there needs to be stronger regulation. 

3.3 Barriers relating to size and location of councils 

For some larger councils, the greater complexity of their activities and responsibilities 
presented challenges to staff in co-ordinating sustainability work and keeping up with 
activities occurring across the council. One participant saw that there was a potential for 
overlap between different areas and for some sections of council not to know what 
others are doing. Effective internal communications was seen as essential but 
sometimes lacking. One participant reported that having a very large workforce 
meant that cultures and procedures were slower to change. 

However barriers for smaller and regionally more isolated councils came through 
very strongly during the interviews and highlighted the marked differences between 
the challenges they face (and the resources available to meet them), in comparison with 
larger, urban councils. The comments below are taken from the interview notes from 
smaller, more regionally isolated, councils. 

• With State Government rate capping and no royalties for mining it’s very 
difficult to be financially sustainable. 

• We don’t have anyone to do the work on council’s own sustainability. Even if 
we have the information there is no one to act on it. 

• Don’t have the resources to apply for and manage grant funding. 

• Consultants are too expensive. 

• Staff have to take on responsibilities that they’re not trained for and so 
mistakes get made. We’re forever playing catch-up. 

• No budget for training. 

• Difficulty of getting to anything [held in other place] due to time and distance. 

• Technical barriers, lack of knowledge, particularly an issue for councils outside 
the metro area. 

• In regard to climate change, still dealing with sceptics amongst the elected 
council. Much of the information is way above their heads. 

• Concerned we’ll see a lot of stress-related issues in the near future. 

• High staff turnover [25%] is indicative of low morale. Not big enough to have 
more than one person in a role. 

• Our area has been growing so quickly, council has focused on trying to 
survive. We’ve had a major skills shortage. 

• In city councils, staff can be specialists, but in regional areas staff need to be 
jack of all trades. 

• We don’t have capacity to attract staff, even engineers. 
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• Our area just too big to deal with all the issues covered in SoE. 

• Council has very high roads to people ratio, therefore high $ in budget for road 
maintenance. 

As noted earlier, a range of solutions are being developed by councils, particularly 
through regional cooperation, and special partnerships have been arranged 
between some regional and urban councils. Reference is made to these in the other 
report ‘Local Government Initiatives for Sustainability, provided to the USSA.. 
However there are strong messages in this feedback for the ways that resources are 
allocated, and how support is provided. 

3.4 Response to the feedback on drivers and barriers 
As indicated previously, the brief for this stage of the research was to identify 
barriers and drivers and to provide that feedback to the USSA. Based on our 
research so far we suggest that there is potential for a project following up on the drivers 
and barriers identified here. This project could further analyse the drivers and barriers to 
find activities that can be undertaken by councils (or by groups of councils) to 
maintain these drivers and address these barriers. The following observations, 
drawn from the interviews, are relevant to the development of solutions to the 
barriers: 

• The difficulty of generalising solutions given the different circumstances of 
councils. 

• The importance of negotiated solutions with all those within council with the 
responsibility for a particular issue. 

• The need for buy-in from senior management. 

• The value of informal contacts and connections with staff from other councils in 
canvassing solutions, and the value of opportunities that help build these 
linkages. 

While some of the barriers can only be tackled internally, or are beyond the direct control 
of councils, feedback was provided on a range of practical actions that the USSA can 
undertake directly to support practitioners. These actions are summarised in 
Section 6 of this report. 
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4 Tools used by NSW councils for evaluation and 
measuring progress 

The second part of the research relates to the topic of evaluation. In addition to 
better understanding of what tools are out there, the project steering committee was 
keen to learn whether there are gaps and how this project could help fill those gaps. 

This section covers the requirement of the project brief to summarise research into 
existing tools for decision making, evaluation and reporting of sustainability 
performance that are being, or could be, applied in the Local Government sector 
(both local and international). 

While many of these tools are aimed at assisting organisations with accountability in 
relation to sustainability or sustainability issues, the researchers were also 
interested to find out what tools or processes are being used for self evaluation and 
reflection. It should also be noted that these tools relate to the activities of council as 
an organisation, as well as activities servicing communities and geographic areas. In 
some cases they are components of the way in which councils conduct or plan their 
activities in general as an organisation rather than dealing solely or specifically with 
‘sustainability’. 

4.1 Summary of feedback from interviews 
The interviews, although time constrained, provided a good overview of the tools 
that are currently being used in relation to reporting, evaluation and decision 
making, as well as management tools that incorporate evaluation. Any specific tools 
mentioned in the interviews have been included in the matrix of tools in Appendix A. 
This section provides a summary of the feedback from interview participants and 
reflects on the findings in relation to the overall project brief. 

i. Corporate frameworks and tools 
A number of participants referred to management tools to help with planning, 
evaluation, reporting and continuous improvement across all functional areas of the 
council. The main examples provided were the Balanced Scorecard, the Business 
Excellence Framework, and Triple Bottom Line reporting. Some councils are also 
using comprehensive software packages such as Outcomes Manager. While not all 
these tools are specific to sustainability, they cover sustainability initiatives to 
varying degrees. Interview participants made the following observations: 

Importance of baselines and targets must be emphasised. 
Our council directors are increasingly keen to see better integration of 
sustainability. 

We need systems and tools appropriate to the size and capabilities of our council. 
Albury City, Pittwater and Clarence Valley are examples of councils that have taken 
innovative approaches and developed their own comprehensive frameworks for 
implementing sustainability, with evaluation and reporting structured into the 
process. 

Not surprisingly, there was a correlation between councils who demonstrate an 
advanced level of integration of sustainability within corporate systems and 
processes and those that have corporate planners with specific responsibilities 
relating to sustainability. 
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For feedback on indicators used in corporate frameworks see section below on the use of 
indicators. 

ii. Evaluation of sustainability performance 
The main corporate tool referred to by participants in relation to evaluation of 
sustainability performance per se is the NSW Local Government Sustainability Health 
Check (SHC). As there is a separate process being undertaken by the LGMA to 
formally review and evaluate the SHC, this report will deal only briefly with feedback 
on this tool. Councils with experience with the tool were generally positive. Orange 
City Council reported using the SHC successfully for some years with very positive 
results. Some noted the time commitment to undertake the full process and were just 
using sections of the SHC as a diagnostic. Others were planning to use it in the 
future, at least in some form. Manly Council, for example, is thinking of using it in 
conjunction with work on integrated planning and reporting. 

Another tool of particular interest and relevance to this project is the application by Penrith 
Council of the UK Sustainability Standard. This work could be explored further in 
the next stage of the project. 

In addition to internal reviews of sustainability performance, councils (both large and 
small) actively seek community feedback. Methods used include: 

• Annual community surveys, for example the wellbeing survey undertaken by 
Lake Macquarie Council and survey results published by Liverpool Plains 
Council. 

• Annual reports including a feedback form and telephone follow up interviews of 
key community representatives as conducted by Pen rith Council. 

The work being done on ecological footprinting (a tool to help measure whether 
communities are living within or beyond the means of the planet) by Lake Macquarie 
Council, was an example of a tool being used by councils to assess the impact of a 
council program and activities on their Local Government area. 

iii. Sustainability reporting 
The majority of responses to the questions about evaluation and measuring progress 
related to reporting and to work on indicators. As State of the Environment (SoE) 
reports have been a legal requirement since 1993, and changes are likely with the 
new planning and reporting requirements, most respondents provided feedback on 
SoE reports and plans for their future use. Generally councils found the reports to be 
useful and felt they should be continued in some form. 

Interview participants made the additional observations: 

We put a lot of effort in the SoE so that we know what impact we’re having. With 

continued work, our SoE reports are getting better and better. 

Regional SoE reports are often problematic because of the different way data is 
collected and different data sets, preventing comparisons. 
SoE reflects the environmental not the sustainability agenda and because they 
focus on separate components - what does it mean as a total picture? 
Clarence Valley Council is broadening the SoE report to cover other aspects of 
sustainability. Sutherland Shire Council is also developing the Shape of the Shire 
report to incorporate social indicators. 
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In seeking to respond to the needs of different audiences, Albury Council is planning 
to use a variety of reports from compliance based reports through to more innovative 
approaches. 

Whatever form of reporting is being undertaken, there was general interest in 
ensuring the appropriateness and quality of the data collected. See below for more 
detailed feedback on this issue. 

iv. The use of indicators 
Several participants commented on the key performance indicators (KPIs) contained 
in management plans and processes for reporting against these on a monthly, 
quarterly and annual basis. These are managed very differently. One council has 40 
internal operational KPIs which are linked to individual work plans and performance 
reviews, while another advised that the KPIs in the management plan ‘aren’t taken 
that seriously’. 

Much of the feedback related to the challenges of determining indicators for reporting 
on progress of their Local Government area in relation to sustainability, and in 
collecting the relevant information for reporting. This confirms the previous 
experiences of ISF in working with councils to develop indicators for sustainability 
(Herriman J, Partridge E & Paddon M, 2008). ISF has found that there are two 
common challenges for councils in this regard. Firstly, to achieve an alignment 
between their indicators and the goals or objectives to which they relate - Councils 
often have goals with no indicators, or are collecting KPI information that does not clearly 
relate to an objective. Secondly, to select indicators for which information is actually 
available or is likely to be available to council. 

Sources for indicators are addressed in the matrix provided in Appendix A. For 
example, Global Reporting Indicators (GRI) are used by a number of councils. 
Hornsby Council advised that GRI indicators allow a council to benchmark 
internationally. 

The following comments indicate the range of views put forward about indicators: 

The auditing of buildings and the resulting data assists our council in developing 
indicators that can be linked to responsibilities of specific staff. 
Indicators based on numbers are good because people understand them but they 
can’t measure everything. 

Indicators need to be based on information already in the system and they need to 
be meaningful to the community. 
The core KPIs need to be consistent across government authorities at all levels. 
Indicators for [council] reporting and SoE reporting need to be reviewed to ensure 
they are the right ones and that it’s clear what they’re supposed to tell us. 

Tools to assist with data collection and analysis related mainly to energy, water and 
waste. Many councils set up systems as part of membership of Cities for Climate 
Protection (CCP). A number of councils pay for external consultants, most notably Planet 
Footprint, to provide assistance. Other councils modified existing financial software to 
measure water, energy and waste data. Pittwater Council reported being one of 10 
councils (and the only NSW council) involved with a national reporting pilot aimed 
at creating a system to collect, analyse and report on data. It is expected that the 
findings of this pilot will be of great interest to most councils. 
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v. Evaluation at program and project level 
There was quite limited reference to evaluation at the project level. One council 
referred to using the outcome hierarchy as promoted by the DECC publication Does 
your project make a difference (DECC 2004) to evaluate education projects and 
commented that it was difficult for staff to use without training. 

It was noted that grant funded projects have their own evaluation processes. One 
that was of interest to several councils was the Cooks River Sustainability Initiative 
(CRSI) which builds on work by Dr Rebeka Brown from Monash University. CRSI 
provides a good example in the area of catchment and sub-catchment planning. It is 
based on a collaborative planning model with the community actively involved in 
intensive planning with 4 of 26 sub-catchments and a built-in process of evaluation and 
review. The approach of this project will be examined more closely in the next stage of 
the project. 

vi. D e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  
Based on the interviews, it is evident that most councils are grappling with 
incorporating sustainability into decision making - including decision making by the 
elected council. The most common tool or process being used is Triple Bottom Line 
(TBL) reporting. A few referred to Quadruple Bottom Line (QBL) reporting. 
Respondents reported varying degrees of effectiveness of the process and 
emphasised the importance of training and skills development for staff, report 
templates and having other staff with specific expertise to call on when required. 

Tools to assist with decision making for specific operational areas included the 
weighting process for capital works used by Gosford Council and Canada Bay 
Councils, the TBL assessment of environmental levy bids used by Manly Council 
and bids for the stormwater levy funding used by Marrickville Council and standards for 
developers as part of the development assessment process. However some 
councils reported that they had no such processes to assist decision making with 
new projects and would appreciate assistance in this area. 

vii.  G e ne ra l  c o mme nts  
In relation to evaluation, interview participants provided the following perspectives on 
areas for improvement: 

Evaluation is an area that could be done better. 
Currently there’s not a great culture of evaluation. 

We have no resources to collect relevant data and report on performance. 
One council, which was very experienced in triple bottom line reporting and work on 
indicators, suggested that councils should look at what’s happening internationally. 

Overall, the feedback from these interviews support the position that evaluation is an 
area where councils would welcome support. The feedback on specific needs, as 
well as the examples of leading good practice, will inform the next stage of the 
project. 

4.2 Desktop review of evaluation tools 
The desktop review of evaluation tools is presented in a matrix format in Appendix A. 
The 28 tools referenced are grouped under the following provisional categories: 

• Toolkits - packages or programs which include a range of tools (5 listed) 

• Corporate and strategic planning tools (13 listed) 



 

 

Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS March 2009 

23 | P a g e

• Data collection and reporting tools (6 listed) 

• Plan and project level evaluation tools (4 listed) 

As mentioned above, the desktop review of tools was intended to provide a snapshot of 
tools that were being used by, or could be of interest to, councils in evaluating their 
sustainability work. The categories were developed to structure the list and are not a 
discrete classification system. The large number of corporate planning tools in 
comparison to the other tool categories reflects the greater presence of these tools 
both in councils’ work and in the marketplace. 

For each tool the matrix provides: 

• the name of the tool developer or hosting organisation; 

• a brief description of the tool; and 

• examples of councils or others who use the tool. 

Descriptions of the tools were based, where possible, on the description given in the 
official website associated with the tool. Where such a website did not exist, 
descriptions were based on other publically available information and informed by 
councils’ descriptions of how they used the tool. 

The tools listed in the matrix were further categorised by user into ‘tools referred to 
by participating councils in interviews for this project’ and ‘additional tools discovered 
in desktop research’. Councils were listed as users if they referred to a tool in 
response to the interview question ‘What methods or tools for evaluation are being 
used [by your council] in regard to policies, strategies, programs and projects?’. 
Additional information has been added in some cases regarding other users of the 
tool. The list of users is a snapshot and it should not be assumed from the listing that a 
council is necessarily an advocate of the use of this tool or that the councils listed are 
the only ones who are using a particular tool. 

It is also noted that the Sustainability Learning Guides developed by the USSA, and 
available on the USSA website, which include examples of related initiatives of 
councils other than those participating in this research (USSA, 2009). 
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5 Feedback to USSA regarding support and assistance 

In addition to being asked about barriers they faced, interview participants were 
asked the question: “What support do you feel you (or your council) would benefit 
from?”. The summary of the responses to the question, grouped under ten main 
themes below, will be further discussed with the USSA. It will determine what 
response it, or its individual members, can make. 

5.1 Suggestions regarding support 

i .  Training and skil l  development 
There was general consensus about the need for good quality professional 
development, with training aimed at all staff, not just sustainability staff. As one 
participant stated: 
It's got to the point where the arguments have been won; now we need to focus on 
how to do it, and what is needed to make an informed decision. 

A few mentioned the need for technical skills development in identifying options (e.g. 
a designer or engineer looking at incorporating ESD principles and wanting to make 
an informed decision) and increasing the technical level of current training. A couple 
of participants mentioned methods on how to engage communities, and how to bring 
about cultural change – with both indoor and outdoor staff. 

Another point was made about training related to accessibility, with suggestions that 
it be provided on a regional basis (e.g. through the relevant ROC) and that it be 
organised in a block so that is easier for regional people to attend. 

In regard to methods of teaching, practical demonstration projects and a capacity 
building approach to training ‘where you take a project and work through it’ were 
mentioned by different participants. 

While not specifically training, one participant suggested an annual conference on 
sustainability, like the Newcastle Pathways to Sustainability conference held in 1998, 
which was regarded as a landmark in terms of being inspirational for councillors. 

i i .  I n f o r m a t i o n  
The Sustainablenet email network, facilitated by the LGSA, was very well regarded, and 
some felt that more use could be made of that network. 

Several councils expressed interest in information on indicator projects and the 
results, with a focus on indicators that are simple, easy to measure and also 
meaningful. There was interest expressed in what is being done internationally [by 
Local Government] and how tools are applied. 

Councils had heard about specific projects, such as ecological footprinting, and were 
interested to learn more those programs. 

A participant made the following comment and suggestion: 
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Sometimes find out a bit late about opportunities. A central place to find out what’s on 
offer would be helpful. 

i i i .  C a s e  s t u d i e s  
While case studies were generally regarded as helpful, there was feedback about 
pitching these to suit different situations and stages. Councils wanted to learn from 
the experience of councils with similar characteristics to theirs. 

Case studies often skim the surface and don't cover the specifics of what people 
actually did. Less 'selling' is needed and more detail provided of the actual work that 
was done, including templates. 
There was interest in the integration topic and how councils are approaching TBL, 
with an interest in councils who are doing it well. Mention was made of interesting 
international conference topics and the value of international case studies. 

i v .  T e m p l a t e s  
A few participants suggested that standard templates for reports, such as business 
paper reports incorporating TBL, would be helpful. Worked examples, rather than 
just references, was requested. Another suggested: 

A great DECC funded project would be to look at Local Government positions, 
criteria for recruitment, job descriptions and responsibilities and develop some 
standards. It would save every council reinventing the wheel. 

v .  Support between councils 
Networks were highly valued, with specific reference being made to groups 
established through ROCs and the Sustainable Leaders Forum. One participant 
suggested that informal networks provide the best support. 

Other suggestions for support between councils: 

Better policy dialogue between councils, particularly how to respond to state and 
federal policy changes. 
Funding guidelines requires more alliances and therefore more networking. 

Sharing a part time project manager as a way to manage resource 
constraints. 

v i .  M e n t o r i n g  
Some council staff who work in fairly isolated situations, and don’t have guidance 
from experience to draw from within their organisations, expressed an interest in 
receiving mentoring. Related to this was a need for constructive feedback on draft policies 
and reports and the need for assistance with developing and reviewing KPIs. One 
participant suggested a ‘roving sustainabil ity resource ’ to provide 
encouragement, support, share ideas, and help improve networks. 

v i i .  Assistance wi th evaluat ion tools 
While the feedback around evaluation tools is covered in more depth above, there 
was a general view that assistance in this area would be valuable. One participant 
was looking for a more sophisticated evaluation framework for strategy documents, 
and expressed interest in a USP funded project - the Cooks River Sustainability 
Initiative. In relation to a community engagement and education initiative, another 
sought assistance in reviewing what data to collect, what to measure and how to 
collect it, and suggested they would be very interested in trialling evaluation tools. 
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vi i i .  Assistance wi th benchmarking 
Based on general discussion, there was an interest by participants in how their 
councils were going in relation to others, and an acknowledgement that comparisons were 
a motivating force for elected councillors to make changes. 

One participant felt that external auditing by an independent body should be required of 
councils, as benchmarking against other organisations helps drive change. The example 
used was the structured review undertaken through the DECC Sustainable Advantage 
program. 

i x .  A d v o c a c y  
There were several suggestions relating to the need for policy changes, guidelines or 
standards introduced to apply to the whole sector. Suggestions included these: 
DLG should acknowledge receipt of the SoE report and provide feedback to 
councils. 

The Local Government Act should contain a clear definition of sustainability, and 
also of QBL. 

Local Government as an industry needs to standardise the approach to 
sustainability and say this is the scope of what is covered. 
People at an individual level aren't getting it; let’s tell councils this is how you carry out 
your role in a sustainable way. Councils need to know what makes a sustainable 
engineering department or parks department. It could be a project to develop such 
standards. 

x .  Overcoming resourcing barriers 
There was a request for support accessing funds from a council that didn’t have 
internal expertise in preparing applications. Support in making the link between 
external funding timeframes and internal budget cycles was also mentioned. There 
was also a request that assistance preparing submissions be given to those councils 
who were unsuccessful with grant applications. 

5.2 Reflections on feedback regarding support 
In addition to common themes around training and resources, the range of ideas 
that have been put forward will be helpful to the USSA in developing further stages 
of this project, as well as in shaping other priorities. Suggestions about actions that are 
outside the direct control of councils can inform the advocacy work of 
representative Local Government bodies. 

Even for those who highlighted the many successes of their council in this area, the 
importance of encouragement was a common theme. One participant expressed it 
this way, “It’s pretty daunting. Some days you go home and think I’m never going to 
be able to do this. Most of the time it’s pressure, pressure, pressure.” Those 
involved in supporting councils and council staff cannot over-estimate the value of 
encouragement and acknowledgement of the excellent work of practitioners on the 
ground. 

The USSA Project Steering Committee will also look at the more detailed feedback 
provided by individual participating councils in order to provide tailored responses 
where possible. 
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6 Next Steps 
This report, and the report Local Government Initiatives for Sustainability, represent the 
completion of the first stage of work being undertaken by ISF for the USSA. 

It was envisioned that during the second stage of work, to be completed later in 
2009, the project team would focus on developing resources to assist councils in the 
area of evaluation and measuring progress on sustainability. It was anticipated that this 
would involve looking in more detail at some of the existing evaluation tools and 
approaches identified during the first stage of research and determining if new (or 
adapted) tools are needed by councils. Case studies that drew on the data provided 
through the interviews were also to be developed. 

The feedback provided by participating councils is of great value to the USSA and 
the implications for this project, as well as for future planning, are now being given careful 
consideration. The ISF project team will review the brief with the USSA project 
steering committee in order to ensure that the deliverables for the next stage are 
consistent with feedback provided by councils, and are as useful possible for participating 
councils. The next step is to review the options for the next stage and to provide a 
report with recommendations to the USSA. 
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Appendix A: Evaluation tools matrix 
The matrix of evaluation tools is attached. 



 Ref.  Tool Developed by Description Used by1 of 6 

 

 
A: Toolk its  ‐  packages or programs which inc lude a range of tools  

Tools  refer red to by part ic ipat ing counc ils  in interv iews for  this  pr oject 
A1 Sustainabil i ty Advantage Depar tment o f  

Env i ronment and 
Climate Change NSW 
(DECC). 

Sustainabil i ty Advantage is a business support service des igned to help bus inesses to ident ify what 
sustainabi l i ty means to them and then prov ides a roadmap for  env ir onmental  act ion. To par t icipate in 
t he  pr ogr am,  y ou:  1.  Mak e an  i ni t ia l  c om mitm ent  of  18 m ont hs par t ic i pat i on;  2.  Com pl et e the 
Sus ta in abi l i t y  M anag em ent  Di ag nos t ic ;  3.  Cho os e  an d un der tak e  t h r ee  o r  f o u r  o f  t h e  s even  
Susta inabil i ty  A dvantage modul es.  4.  A ttend meetings with o ther  bus inesses in your  industry  or  
geographic  area 3‐4 t imes a year ;  5.  Repor t  your  progr ess and take par t  in eva luat i on.  Counc ils  of ten 
act as  brokers between DECC and their business community  but may also s ign up and part icipate as 
'businesses ' themselves. 

Parramatta City Council 
Marr ickv il le Council 
Sutherland Shire Council 

Other council users include: 
Taree Counc il 

Wi l loughby Counc i l  

A2 Sustainabil ity Assessment 
Toolk it  and Repor t ing 
(SATAR) format 

Clarence Valley Council 
wi th  Sus ta inabl e  
Futures Australia 

Developed in house by Clarence Val ley  Counc il  wi th Sustainable Futur es Austral ia as  part  of  the 
Sustainabili ty Assessment and Repor ting Approach in Clarence Valley's Sustainabil ity Init iative. SATAR 
includes the use of an assessment matrix based on the Clarence Valley Council Sustainabil ity Planning 
Web's  k ey goals and pr inc ipl es .  The SATA R toolk i t  i s  t o be used by C lar ence V all ey  Counc il  for  
assessment  of  deve lopment  app l ic at ion  and pr oposals ,  f or  monthly  ac t iv i ty  and proj ec t  r epor t s  to  
Counci l meet i ngs, quar ter ly  and annua l r epor t s for  management  plan r ev iew,  and Sta te  of t he 
Env i ronm ent repor t ing.  

Clarence Valley Counc il (NSW) 

A3 Sustainabil ity Health 
Check 

Sustainable Futures 
Australia for Local 
Government Manager s 
Australia (LGMA NSW) 
and the Department of 
Env i ronment and 
Conservat ion (2006) 

The NSW Loca l Government  Sustai nabil i ty  Health Check is  a tool des igned espec ia ll y  for  counci ls  
s tra tegic  planning and repor t ing.  Counci ls  us e it  to ident i fy  wh ich as pects  of t he ir  or ganiz at i ona l 
systems and rel at ionships ar e sustai nable and which  requ ire  fur ther  work. Whatev er  s tage of  t he 
journey a council is at , t he Sustainabi li ty Health Check aims to encourage a cultural change towards 
sustainabil i ty. There are two main parts to the tool  –  one looks at counc ils  systems and processes, the 
other  takes an outcom es approach across the f ive bot tom l ines of economy, ecology, communi ty ,  
governance and i nf ras truc ture (human hab i tat) .  

26 of 152 NSW councils  have 
ident ified themselves as using the 
SHC as at March 2008. 
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Ref .  Tool  Developed by Description Used by 
 

Triple Bottom Line 
Capac ity Building 
Program (TBL Program) 

ICLEI Oceania: 
Integrated 
Sustainabili ty Services 

The  Tr ip le Bo ttom L i ne  Capac i ty  B u i ldi ng  P r ogr am  ( TBL P rogr am)  aims  to  s uppor t  c ounc i ls  t o 
incor por ate sus tainabi l i ty  and tr iple bot tom line pr inc ip l es  in to the  p lanni ng, dec is ion‐m aking and 
r epor t ing pr act ic es of  loc a l gov er nm ent.  The k ey  obj ect iv es of  t he TBL pr ogram ar e to:  bu i ld  t he 
c apac i t y of  loc a l c ounc i ls  in t he s us ta inabi l i ty  ar ena  t hr ough  exper t is e suppor t ,  networ k i ng and  
knowledge shar i ng;  developing new TBLtools  for  use and applicat ion in l ocal  counc ils ;  invest igat ions 
and research into leading practice in sustainabil ity and applying this to local councils;  and, facil itat ing 
par tnerships and aff i l iat ions to enable the devel opment and delivery  of  leading sustai nabil i t y 
pract ices to local  counc ils .  The program cons is t s of  eleven c or e modules for  wor king wi th 
par t ic ipat ing counc ils to: undertake a sustainabili ty review and gap analysis; develop TBL principles, 
objectives, targets and indicators; establish data management pr ocesses; ident ify training needs; and 
develop and implement monitor ing and r ev iew processes. 

Liverpool Plains Shire Council 
(NSW) 
Penr ith Council (NSW) 
City of Sydney (NSW) 

Note: Councils  from other  states 
are also involved in this national 
program 

Tr iple Bottom Line toolkit Ci ty of Melbourne and 
t he  In te r na t i on a l  
Counc il for Local 
Env i r onm ent al  
Initiat ives (ICLEI) 
Australia/New Zealand 

These tools are a set of checklists,  guidelines, templates and case studies for the application of TBL 
decis ion‐making and repor t ing and are based on the Ci ty  of  Melbourne ’s ex per ience.  
Inc ludes: Building the bus iness case, Capital Works Sustainabi l i ty Statement,  Sustainabil i ty Assessment 
for Counci l Repor ts 

Hornsby Shire Council (NSW) 
Manly Counci l (NSW) 

P it twater  Council,  Clarence Val ley 
Council and Tamworth City Council 
drew on TBL toolk it  in developing 
their  repor t  templates.  

Addi t ional t ools  discovered in desktop r esearch 
PETUS – Practical 
Evaluation Tools for 
Urban Sustainabili ty 
(2005) 

A number  o f 
ins t i tut ions with 
funding from the EU 

PETUS is a webs ite database developed to help people who are involved with,  or  affec ted by, bui lding 
and infr as truc ture to c ons ider  im pacts  on the env ironment,  s oc ie ty  and the economy. This  webs i te 
inc ludes information that  can be used to analyse and improve the sustainabil i ty of ur ban infrastructure 
across a range of pr oject  s izes and types.  The PETUS team  have ident i f ied many too ls  dur ing thei r  
res earch t ha t ar e bei ng us ed in pr act ic e and dev eloped a c lassi f i cat i on system to descr ibe di f f erent 
types of t ool .  For  each tool t ype PETUS prov ides a summ ar y of t he t ype of tool,  the s tage of a projec t 
when the type of tool could be used, the type of output  that is produced when using the tool and some 
c omments  on exper iences from us i ng  each type of  tool .  (Note: This database is  3 y ears  old,  s ome 
projec ts l isted appear  to be discont inued by suppor t ing organisat ions.) 

n/a ‐  can be accessed by  
registering on the site.  Users are 
not l isted. 
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B: Corporate and strategic planning tools 

Tools  refer r ed to by par t ic ipat ing counc ils  in interv iews for  this  project 
B1 Australian Bus iness 

Excellence Framework 
SAI Global The Austral ian Bus iness Excellence Framework is  an integra ted leadership and m anagement  system 

that is based on a set of  12 pr inciples  of leadership and managem ent, which are trans lated into a set of 
c r i ter ia.  The cr i ter ia cover  the areas of:  ‘ leader shi p and innovat ion ’ ;  ‘str ategy and planni ng pr oc ess ’ ;  
‘data information and knowledge ’ ;  ‘peopl e,  c ustomer and mark et  f ocus ’ ;  ‘ processes ’ ;  ‘ products  and 
services ’ ; and ‘bus iness results ’ .  The framework also includes a system of self ‐assessment to enable 
organisational learning. Resources explaining the framework in detail  are available from SAI Global on a 
fee for access basis. 

Penrit h Counc il (NSW) 

Other  Counc il users : 
City of Wodonga (VIC) 
Cit y of  Belmont (WA) 
Hobart City Council (TAS) 
City of Swan (WA) 
Sunshine Coast Regional Council 
(QLD) 

B2 Balanced Scorecard Robert S. Kaplan and 
David P. Norton, 
Pal ladium Group 

The Balanc ed Sc or ec ar d s pec i f ies  that us ers  s hou l d v i ew the ir  or gan iza t i on f rom four  d if f er ent  
perspectives: Learning and Growth; Business Process; Customer; Financial. Users then produce metr ics, 
collec t  data and analyse with r espect t o each perspect ive. 

Note: The QLD government recommends this to Counc ils  in thei r  counc i ls ’  toolbox resource. 

Bankstown City Counci l ( NSW) 

Other Council users include: 
Temora Council  (NSW) and 
Redland City Council (QLD) 

B3 Financial Loss Control ‐  

Ener gy,  Water ,  Waste 
Newcast le City Council F inancial Loss Contr ol  is  a 14‐step m entor ing progr am  that aims to incr ease prof its  and enhance in‐  

house knowledge though a str ategic approach to energy, water and waste management.  Note: The 
program is  available for other  counc ils  on a fee for service basis.  

Newcast le City Council (NSW) 

B4 Global  Repor t ing 
Initiat ive Framework 

Global Repor t ing 
Initiative, hosted in the 
Australasia region by St 
James Ethics Centre 

The G RI  Fr am ewor k  p r ov ides gu idance  on  how o r gani za t i ons  c an  di s c l os e  t he i r  sus ta inab i l i t y  
(econom ic, env ir onmental and soc ial ) per formance through publ ic  repor t ing. The Guidel ines are the 
foundat ion of t he Framewor k and prov ide guidance on:  def ining repor t  content and qualit y ,  sett ing the 
repor t boundary,  disc losure on m anagement appr oach and indicator select ion. Sector  supplements are 
used to tai lor t he guidelines for  use in di f ferent sectors . The City  of  Melbourne (VIC)  is  involved in 
developing the pilot  sector  supplem ent  for  public agenc ies. 

Hornsby Shire Council (NSW) 
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Ref .  Tool  Developed by Description Used by 
 

B5 ISO 14000 series 
Envi ronmental  
Management Systems 
(2004) 

Internat i ona l 
Organization for 
Standardization (ISO) 

The  ISO 14001  s tandar d  s pec i f ies  r equir ements  for  an or ganis at ion' s  env i r onm enta l management  
sys tem (EMS). A n EM S enabl es an or ganisat ion to  devel op and imp lem ent pol ic ies  and  ob ject ives 
wh i ch  t ak e  i n to  ac c oun t  l eg a l  r eq ui r em ents  a nd  ot her  r eq u i r em ent s  to  wh ic h  th e  o r gan iz a t io n  
s ubscr i bes along  wi th infor mation  about s igni f icant env ironmenta l as pects of  t he or ganisat ion.  IS O 
14001 does not  s tate speci f i c env ir onmental  per formance cr i ter ia,  rather  i t  guides cr it er ia select ion. 
IS O 14001 :2004  a ims to be  app l ic ab le t o any o r ganiza t i on that  wishes to estab l is h , im p lement ,  
maintain and improve an env ir onmental management system and to assure it sel f  of  conformi ty  with i ts 
s tated env ironmental policy . Organisat ions which demonstrate conformity  with ISO 14001:2004 cr it er ia 
can apply for cer t i f icat ion. 

Rockdale City Council ( NSW) 

B6 Melbourne Principles 
(2002) 

ICLEI Oceania (in 
partnership with ICLEI -  

Canada) 

The Melbourne Pr inciples for Sustainable Cities provide a set of  s tatements on how a sustainable c ity  
would f unct i on.  The Pr inc iples  wer e dev eloped by the Uni ted  Nat ions Env ir onment  Programme 
Internat ional Env ir onmental Technology Centre. They are intended to guide think ing and prov ide a 
strategic framework for action. ICLEI Oceania is current ly developing a mechanism/tool based on the 
Melbourne Pr inc iples that aims to ass is t local  governments  in long -t er m planning for  sustainabil i ty .  

Penr ith Counc il (NSW) 

B7 Managing Urban Europe 
25  (MUE - 25)  m ode l  for  
local and regional 
sustainabil i ty 

M anag i ng  Ur ba n  
Europe 25. (Co -funded 
by the European 
Commission DG 
Env i ronm ent)  

The  E ur opean pr oj ec t  M anag ing  Ur ban  E ur ope  25 work ed wi t h 25  E ur opean loc al  and r egiona l  
author it ies  to im pr ove thei r  envi ronmental  qual it y and sustainabi l i ty  per formance. The pr ojec t,  wh ich 
ran fr om 2006 to 2008, delivered a framework to suppor t better  implementat ion of already ex is t ing 
environmental management systems l ike EMAS, ISO 14001 and ecoBUDGET. It  prov ides a method for  
how c i t ies  and regions can pr act ically apply  integrated management.  

25 European local and regional 
author it ies  

B8 Sustainabi l i t y  guidel ines 
for decision makers Vol. 2 
Operat i ona l Rev iew 

SSROC (2000)  The guidel ines aim to improve the overall sustainabi l i ty  of counc il operat ions.  The guidelines act as a 
basic checklist to give a council a snapshot of the sustainabil ity of council operations and move towards 
addr ess ing least sustainable areas. 

Tamworth Regional Counc i l ( NSW) 

B9 Sustainabil ity Health 
Check 

Sustainable Futures 
Australia for  LGMA 
NSW and DEC (2006) 

See descript ion l isted under  Toolk its,  Ref. A2 26 of 152 NSW councils  have 
ident ified themselves as using the 
SHC as at March 2008. 

B10 S ustainable Seatt le 
checklist  (Indicators  of  
sustainable community:  a 
report  to citizens on long -

term  trends in our  
c ommun ity ,  1995)  

Formerly 'Sustainable 
Seattle' now the 'B- 

Sustainable Project ' 

This checklist is a tool for  assessing whether a community is moving toward or away from condit ions of 
s usta inabi l i t y.  I t  was pr oduced fol lowing the 1992 Rio Confer ence when i nf orm at ion to empower the 
publ ic was not eas ily access ible and r ar ely presented in a holis t ic manner.  

Tamworth Regional Counc i l ( NSW) 



 Ref.  Tool Developed by                                                                                    Description Used by5 of 6 

 

 
Addi t ional tools  discover ed in desktop research 

B11 Sustainabil i ty Self‐  

Assessment Tool (Pilot 
2009) 

ICLEI Oceania: 
Integrated 
Sustainability Services 
(ISS) 

The ISS Sustainabi li ty Self ‐Assessment (SA)  Tool is currently in the pilot stage. Funded by Sustainabil ity 
V ictoria,  the SA Tool aims to help ident ify an or ganisat ion ’s strengths and weaknesses in relat ion to 
sustainabil i ty integrat ion across processes and plans. The SA Tool aims to enable local governments to 
carry  out a self ‐guided pr ocess of assessing thei r  sustainabi l i ty  integrat ion per formance and needs, 
based on a s er ies  of quest i onna ir es, cons is t i ng of two  par ts :  a 'Rap id Ass essm ent '  and  a  ' Ful l  
Assessment '. 

P ilot  s tage, current ly  inv it i ng 
councils to part icipate (as at 16th 
Feb 2009) 

B12 Sustainabil i ty Road M ap Queensland EPA The Bus iness Sustainabil i t y Roadmap is  a s trategy map which prov ides a contextual f ramework for  
businesses wanting to take up the challenges and opportuni ties of  sustainable development.  For each 
dest inat ion on the roadmap there are mi les tones by whic h bus inesses can check their  systems and 
practices. The Queens land EPA's roadm ap provides init ial guidance to a business seek ing to develop its 
own susta inabil i ty  road map. 

Wollongong Counc il (NSW)  in 
partnership with Kiama Counci l 
and Shell har bour  Counc il  

B13 

C: 
Data 

The Natural Step 
F ram ework 

collection and reporting tools 
Tools referred to by participating 

The Natural Step 
foundat ion 

councils in interviews

The Natural  Step Framework is a systems thinking based methodology for organisat ional planning. I t is 
centred around the concept of  backcast ing from sustainabil i ty  princ iples. 

for this project 

I nter nat i ona l  Res or t  M unic ipalit y 
of  Whist ler , Canada pioneer ed 
m ethod  wi th  the  W h is t le r  2020  
plan 

C1 Climate Cam Newcast le City Council The Newcast le City  Counc il Climate Cam is  a public ly  v is ible m etre which displays the energy use ofthe 
c it y on the wall  of  t he Counc i l bui ldi ng ‐  public indicator  repor t ing. 

Newcast le City Council ( NSW) 

C2 Planet Footprint Energy 
and Water  Program 

Planet Footprint  Pty Ltd Counc i ls  t hat  subs cr ibe to P l anet  Footp r in t ’s  Ener gy and  W ater  Pr ogr am hav e the ir  el ec tr i c i ty ,  
street l ights,  gas and water cost and consumption per formance data collected, managed, benchmarked 
against  other  Australian Counc i ls ,  and reported quar ter ly .  This  work is done by P lanet Footpr int ’s 
environmental and IT staff  ac ting as consultants  to a counc il.  

Eurobadalla (NSW) 

Other Council users include: Blue 
Mountains City  Counc il (NSW),  
Shoalhaven City Council  (NSW), 
Kempsey Shire Council(NSW), 
K iama M unic ipal Counc il  (NSW)  
and Hawkesbury  City  Counc il  
(NSW) 
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C3 SoE Reporting NSW Government A l l counc ils  in NSW are requir ed to prepar e an annual  State of t he E nvi r onment  (SoE) r epor t  and 
submit  the report to the NSW Department  of Local Government as part of i ts formal annual  report ing 
ob ligat ions. The pur pos e o f pr epar ing  a SoE repor t  i s t o prov ide a s ummary of  t he att r ibutes of t he 
Local  Government env ironment and the human im pacts  on that  env i ronment . I t  also prov ides a public  
record of t he act iv it ies  of gover nment , industry  and the communi ty  in pr otect ing and restor ing the 
envi r onm ent .  

Mandatory across the NSW local 
government  sector .  

 
 

Ref .  Tool  Developed by Description Used by 
 

C4 TechnologyOne Financials 
(previously Finance One) 

Technology One TechnologyOne Financ ials  is  a f inanc ial  management information system software package. Penr ith 
City  Council adapted this  system by adding water,  energy and waste data f ields to their  Finance One 
software package in order  to col lec t env ironmental i ndicator  data.  

Penrit h Counc il (NSW) 

C5 TechnologyOne 
Performance Planning 
(previously Outcomes 
Manager )  

Technology One TechnologyOne Performance Planning is a software package that enables track ing and repor ting on 
KPI 's  and can be used to collect and repor t  on envi ronmental indicator  data. 

Wagga Wagga City Counc il (NSW) 

Addi t ional tools  discover ed in desktop research 
C6 

D: Plan 

VIC EPA Ecological 
Footprint  Calculator 

and project level evaluation 
Tools referred to by participating 

EPA Victoria in 
par tnership wi th 
the Global  
Footpr int  Ne twor k  
Tools  counc ils in 
inter views 

Tool  f or  m eas ur ing hous ehold im pact on t he natura l wor ld and r epr esents  as an area.  
Used in an evaluat ion context Ecological Footpr int  can be used as an indicator  t o track 
the overall sustainabi l i t y of  t he c ommunit y  or  im pact of  househol d educ at ion programs 
for  this  projec t 

B ays i de Cit y  Counci l ( VIC)  to 
d ev e l o p  c omm uni t y  p r of i l e  an d 
City of Port Phill ip (VIC) to evaluate 
the Sustainable Liv ing at Hom e 
educat ional  progr am  
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D1 Outcomes Hierarchy 
f r am ewor k 

DECC NSW in the guide 
'Does  y our  p r o jec t  
make a dif ference?' 

This  is a framewor k for  evaluat ion which l inks needs, act iv it ies  and outcomes with evaluat ion 
quest ions, indicators,  information sources, standards and evaluation repor ting. The framework is 
intended to guide organisat ions in establishing projec t indicators and measuring projects  against 
inter nal ly  developed goals . 

Note:  One us er  of  t his  tool is  the Envi ronmental  Trust which uses outcomes monitor ing as a com ponent 
o f  t he E nv ir onmental  Tr ust Gr ant  Agr eement.  I n t his  context  t he  tool enables the Env i r onmental Tr ust 
to m easure projec ts  against DECC's  spec i f ic  env ironmental outcomes and repor t  to government .  The 
g r ant  agr eement is  com p leted  by a l l Env ir onm ental  T r ust  gr ant  hol ders  wh ic h inc ludes num er ous 
councils.  

Hornsby Shire Council (NSW) 
Warr ingah Counc il ( NSW) 

Addi t ional tools  discover ed in desktop research 
D4 O utc om es ‐ bas ed  

Evaluation online guide 
Uni ted Way of Amer ica This document provides guidance toward bas ic  planning and implementat ion of an outcomes‐based 

evaluat ion pr ocess ( als o ca ll ed outcomes evaluat ion)  in nonpr of it  or ganiz at ions. This  doc um ent 
provides basic  guidance and is aimed at small nonprofit s with very lim ited r esources. This free online 
guide is  des igned to help nonpr of its  carr y out their own bas ic outcomes evaluat ion planning.  

n/a 

 


