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Abstract

This paper contains an analysis of New Zealand stakeholder views about
company environmental reporting. The analysis explores a sample of
stakeholder views associated with company activity and reporting of
environmental issues. Stakeholder opinion indicates that a wide range of
environmental issues are associated with company activity. This opinion
translates into an expectation that such issues will be reported in company
reports. In the sample, stakeholders also provide their views on appropriate
forms of environmental reporting and possible enforcement. A majority of
stakeholders desire transparency when reporting environmental issues in
company reports. Some stakeholder opinion argues for a transparency of the
wider effects of environmental decisions.
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New Zealand Stakeholders’ Views of Company
Environmental Reporting

Introduction

Environmental considerations began to receive attention and be included in
company annual reports from about the 1980s (Owen 1992; Gray et al. 1996).
The slow pace of uptake and the extent of content has, however, attracted critics
(vide Gray et al. 1993; Owen et al. 1996; International News August 1998). New
Zealand is no exception to criticism of feeble attempts to include environmental
reporting in annual reports. Amongst others, a former New Zealand Associate
Minister for the Environment has expressed disappointment at the lack of
company environmental reporting in New Zealand (International News August
1998; Gilkinson 1998). The research described in this paper is an exploratory
survey of stakeholder opinion regarding company environmental reporting in
New Zealand.
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Method

Stakeholders with an interest in company environmental reporting were
identified on the basis of an analysis of environmental reporting literature,
adapted slightly for New Zealand (vide Moore 1994; Elkington & Spencer-
Cooke 1996; United Nations Environment Industry and Environment 1994;
Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu International 1993). Individual stakeholders were
then interviewed during the period mid-March 1998 to mid-July 1998. The
approach was purposive (Sekaran 1992) in that individuals were targeted
because they indicated some knowledge of the subject.

Interviewees included scientists, unionists, academics, company management,
activists, members of political parties, the media, governmental advisers,
business affiliation groups, regulators, community groups, consumers,
chartered accountants, investors, and Maori. Fifty-one stakeholders from these
groups were willing to be interviewed. An average of three from each group
were interviewed, except for consumers, where only one opinion could be
obtained, and investors, where only two opinions could be obtained. An excess
of three stakeholders occurred in the following occupational groups: political
parties, company management, business affiliates and chartered accountants.

The interviews were semi-structured. Stakeholders were asked to respond to a
standard set of open questions, which sought to determine stakeholder opinion
about environmental issues associated with company activity and
environmental reporting. Stakeholders were allowed a free-range discussion on
each question and this was transcribed by the author. The typical stakeholder
response to each question was to raise a number of associated issues, and these
responses have been analysed by the author.
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Stakeholders were asked the following questions:

1. What environmental issues do you associate with company activity?

2. To what extent do you think a company should or should not support
the concept of sustainable development?

3. To what extent do you think it is important for a company to report
on environmental issues to the public?

4. What sort of environmental issues do you think a company should
report to the public?

5. What forms of reporting do you think it is best to use when reporting
to the public on a company’s environmental issues?

6. How should environmental reporting be enforced?

7. Are there any other questions you think should be asked?
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Analysis of stakeholder responses

Environmental issues associated with company activity
Responses focused on the

♦ range of environmental issues

♦ support and criticism associated with the range of environmental issues

♦ reasons why company policy might promote environmental issues

♦ reasons why stakeholders are concerned about environmental issues.

Range of environmental issues

The diversity of the responses to the range of environmental issues associated
with company activity is shown in Table 1, for example, the inclusion of social
issues, the spiritual significance of the environment, and the importance of
intrinsic values. The sorts of social issues mentioned, such as reasonable wages,
education, housing, foreign seamen’s wages, and general poverty, are not a part
of New Zealand environmental legislation. The consideration of social issues as
a part of the environment is discussed further in the next section. The
importance of spiritual significance can be found in environmental ethics
literature (vide Scott Momoday 1994). Intrinsic values are defined as values
having importance in themselves (vide Rolston 1988; Fox 1990). Three
stakeholders (5%) linked intrinsic values to bio-security issues and to Maori
burial sites.

In this sample, stakeholders ranked amenity values first. Amenity values were
interpreted as health and safety, car parking, quality of streets, city vegetative
components, traffic movement, intensity of site development, odour, noise,
visual pollution, landscape restoration, preservation of the aesthetic in nature,
cultural issues, and heritage sites.
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Table 1:  Stakeholder ranking of environmental issues associated with company activity

Overall concern Times mentioned Rank

Amenity values 67 1

Water quality and usage (sea and fresh water) 33 2

Air emissions 23 3

Energy use 11 4

Forestry 11 4

Fishing 10 5

Maori cultural values 10 5

Discharges to land 9 6

Farming 8 7

Social issues 7 8

Use of chemicals in food and other products 7 8

Extractive industries 7 8

Transport 7 8

Biosecurity risks 6 9

Spiritual aspect of nature 5 10

Soil conservation 5 10

Protection of endangered species 3 11

Unknown general effects and effects of new technologies 3 11

Biodiversity 2 12

Effects on wildlife 2 12

Accidents and production systems failures 2 12

Company location 2 12

Dust 2 12

Various 1 13
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Support and criticism associated with the range of environmental issues

Thirty-two stakeholders (63%) commented on their understanding of the extent
of the relationship that exists between a company and the environment. This
comment has been categorised according to occupational groups and terms
used by the stakeholders, and is set out in Table 2.

Table 2:  Range of comment on extent of relationship between company and environment

Views held: No relationship Some Wide All-inclusive
relationship relationship relationship

Individual in group
of business affiliates

Individuals from
within the following
occupational groups:
scientists, unionists,
academics, company
management,
political parties, and
business affiliates

Individuals from
within the following
occupational groups:
scientists, academics,
consumers, company
management,
activists, media,
chartered account-
ants, political parties

Individuals from
within the following
occupational groups:
unionists, political
parties, govern-
mental advisers,
community groups,
regulators, Maori,
activists, company
management

Stakeholder
groups:

No. of
respondents: 1 10 13 8

Stakeholders offered a mixture of support and criticism on the range of
environmental issues associated with company activity. Critical statements
minimised the importance of the relationship between a company and the
environment. Their statements

• questioned the definition of environment

• placed limitations on what should be considered as a part of this
relationship.

There were more supportive statements than critical statements by a ratio of
2.6:1. Supportive comments made by many stakeholders promoted a large
number of environmental issues, which indicated they were more inclusive in
their understanding of the environment.

Many recognised a wide relationship between the environment and company
activities. The business affiliate and investor groups, however, were more
limited in their understanding of that relationship.
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Reasons why company policy might promote environmental issues

Five stakeholders (10%) gave reasons why company policy might promote
environmental issues. The respondents interpreted such involvement as a
mixture of altruism and commerce. Altruism was explained as a concern for the
well-being of the customer and neighbour, while commercialism was explained
as concern at the possibility of incurring some liability such as extra debt or loss
in trading interests.

Reasons why stakeholders are concerned about environmental issues

Thirty-six stakeholders (71%) considered this theme. A popular response
centred on the idea that personal well-being has some relationship to the
environment. Support for this idea ranged between a probable link through to
the position that the physical health of the environment should have priority as
a matter of principle. In between these positions, there was an over 50%
acceptance that there was a definite link between the environment and personal
well-being. In some instances this relationship was described as one of survival
or one that was more related to physical and mental health. An interesting point
that emerged from discussion with a Maori stakeholder was that it could be
argued that well-being has a wider communal application in Maori society,
where there are extended familial relationships, whereas European society
encourages an individualistic well-being among its members.

Five stakeholders (10%) argued that as individual income increases, people
become more concerned about the environment. An extension of this
explanation was that peoples’ concerns begin with basic survival requirements,
such as food, and then move to qualitative preferences such as the aesthetic.
This argument is similar to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (vide Hayes 1994). A
few stakeholders, however, provided an alternative to such an explanation. It
was argued, for example, that not only the rich but also the poor may be
concerned about the environment and that in some societies, the poor may be
satisfied with fewer material needs rather than cause environmental damage.
This latter explanation received support from Maori stakeholders and some
European stakeholders from community groups.
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Summary

In this sample, all stakeholders associated a wide range of environmental issues
with company activity. Company policy is seen as a mixture of commerce and
altruism. Stakeholder concern may be influenced by a mixture of concern for
personal well-being, levels of disposable income, and personal belief systems.
The range of environmental issues in Table 1 gives some idea of the probable
boundaries of New Zealand stakeholders’ identification of environmental issues
associated with company activity. A concern with amenity values occupies the
highest ranking.

Should a company support the concept of sustainable development?
Stakeholder comment on this question centred on such issues as the

♦ meaning of sustainable development

♦ extent of support for sustainable development

♦ differences between sustainable development and sustainable management

♦ importance of the future as a part of sustainable development

♦ environmental issues raised in connection with sustainable development.

Meaning of sustainable development

There are many meanings of sustainable development (vide Reid 1995; Perman
et al. 1996), which were confirmed by some of the stakeholders’ comments.
These meanings are analysed into four types in Table 3: traditional economic,
controlled economic, economic-environmental-social, and a deeper sense of care
for humans and the environment.
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Table 3:  Meanings of sustainable development

Traditional
economic:

Views that seek to
translate the concept
only into the
economic domain.
There is more of a
concern for
preservation of the
economic status quo.
The associated
discourse tends to
minimise the
importance of any
supposed environ-
mental problems

Controlled
economic:

Confirmation that
there is an
environmental
problem and
something should be
done. Traditional
economic and new
environmental goals
can and should be
protected (but the
social tends not to be
mentioned)

Economic-
environmental-
social:

Views that attempt to
embrace the
economic,
environmental, and
social domains

A deeper sense
of care for
humans and the
environment:

The view that
whatever other
meaning is given to
sustainable
development, it
should be seen as
supportive of a
deeper and wider
sense of care to both
environment and
humans. Spiritual
views are not
uncommon

Views held:

No. of
respondents: 2 14 8 10

Stakeholder
groups:

A business affiliate
and an investor

Individuals from
within the following
occupational groups:
scientists, unionists,
academics, com-
pany management,
activists, political
parties, media,
chartered account-
ants, business
affiliates, and
investors

Individuals from
within the following
occupational
groups: unionists,
company manage-
ment, activists,
political parties,
governmental
advisers, community
groups, regulators,
and Maori

Individuals from
within the following
occupational
groups: Maori,
company manage-
ment, community
groups, activists,
unionists, and
governmental
advisers

Table 3 illustrates a possible range of meanings, beginning with a strict
economic interpretation. The other categories of meaning are an attempt to
protect the environment and the economy with controlled growth, an
acceptance of the equal importance of the economic-environmental-social
aspects of development, and awareness that sustainable development has a role
to uphold deeper human and environmental values. Company management
demonstrated how they interpret the social aspect of sustainable development
by readily identifying health and safety with social values. The most widely
accepted interpretation was ‘controlled growth’.
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Extent of support for sustainable development

Stakeholder arguments in favour of sustainable development can be categorised
into a mixture of moral and enlightened self-interest. There were those
arguments that promoted a commitment to sustainable development as one of
principle. Other arguments focused on the prospect of some economic gain
from such commitment. Some stakeholders were critical of sustainable
development because they had difficulty understanding the concept and feared
the possibility of commercial disadvantage.

Differences between sustainable management and sustainable development

The New Zealand Government does not accept the concept of sustainable
development but instead has promoted the term sustainable management through
the Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA). This is because of the emphasis on
social justice within sustainable development. The New Zealand Government
argues that social justice should be pursued in other legislation (Taylor et al.
1997).

Nineteen stakeholders (37%) discussed the difference between sustainable
development and sustainable management. Opinion tended to emphasise that
there were differences between the two terms and that each term was subject to
both desirable and undesirable interpretations. Major criticisms centred on
sustainable management being either too social or too economic. Sustainable
development was considered difficult to understand, but it was recognised that
it has continuing importance for business. Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu
International (1993) and the Society of Management Accountants of Canada
(International News 1998) promote the inclusion of sustainable development in
environmental reporting.

Importance of the future as a part of sustainable development

Thirty-two stakeholders (63%) assessed the importance and meaning of the
future as a part of sustainable development. Nineteen stakeholders (37%) used
the term ‘future generations’ and 13 (25%) used the following terms to describe
the importance of the future:
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• The next generation

• This or the next generation

• 20–30 years

• Distant future

• General future

• Long-term future

• Preservation of longevity

• 1000 years

• More than 1000 years

The more popular terms were general future and long-term future.

Environmental issues raised in connection with sustainable development

Stakeholders were not asked to raise particular environmental issues when
addressing the question relating to sustainable development. Thirty-three
stakeholders (65%) did, however, identify certain issues. Table 4 ranks these
issues.

The issues and rankings are interesting when compared with Table 1, where
there was a more deliberate direction in the question to identify environmental
issues. Social issues rank first in the following table, instead of eighth as in
Table 1. The social values mentioned here are the importance of human dignity,
equity, education, labour relations, neighbouring societies, global societies,
services for poor people, and superannuation.
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Table 4:  Issues raised in connection with sustainable development

Overall concern Times mentioned Ranking

Social 15 1

Fishing 10 2

Forestry 10 2

Mining 9 3

Farming 9 3

Atmosphere 7 4

Water 6 5

Land use 5 6

Waste 5 6

Amenity values 4 7

Energy 3 8

Pollution 3 8

Damage to native ecosystems 2 9

Maori culture 2 9

Various (Includes spiritual) 1 10

Summary

There is more support than opposition for the concept of sustainable
development generally. Support for the concept of sustainable development is,
however, expressed in different ways. Table 4 provides a map of the extent of
possible commitment to sustainable development. According to Table 4, in this
sample, the more popular issues associated with sustainable development are
social issues. Some stakeholders also associated support for social issues with
the importance of the future and with dissatisfaction with the concept of
sustainable management.
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How important is it for a company to report on environmental issues to
the public?
Stakeholder responses covered the

♦ extent of support for environmental reporting

♦ opinions on the extent of environmental reporting.

Extent of support for environmental reporting

Forty four stakeholders (86%) supported environmental reporting. They had
many suggestions about the sorts of environmental matters they thought
should be included in company reports, and the extent to which they thought
they should be reported. These suggestions supported a broad range of issues
in environmental reporting and were reflective of the results in Tables 1 and 4.
Eight stakeholders (15%) gave further shape to ‘extent’ by expressing a need for
a transparency, that is, that company reports openly consider the
environmental effects of company activities in the past, the present, the future,
and on nearby and distant locations.

Opinions on the extent of environmental reporting

When addressing the question of the extent of environmental reporting,
stakeholders’ opinions centred on the importance of stakeholder duty and
shareholder duty.

Stakeholder duty: A ratio of 6:1 arguments supported the viewpoint that
companies have a moral responsibility to stakeholders. Some stakeholders
supported this argument by referring to the concepts of the good corporate
citizen, transparency, and accountability to a wider audience (vide Gray et al.
1993, 1996). A common additional reflection was that there were apparently
rewards both evidenced and expected from such a moral commitment by a
company.

Shareholder duty: This minority position (1:6) essentially places emphasis on
the contractual relationship between a company and its shareholders. This
relationship was argued to have priority over any other relationship with other
stakeholders. It is only shareholders who can exercise such power over a
company. This sort of argument is inspired by the views of Friedman (1990).
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Summary

The majority of stakeholders support environmental reporting. Opinion
associated with this support shows the extent to which it was thought
environmental issues should be reported, and upholds the view of a moral
responsibility to stakeholders. Some stakeholders feel that the extent of
environmental reporting needs to include the past, the present, the future and
assessment of the environmental effects of company activities on nearby and
distant locations.

Environmental issues a company should report to the public
Stakeholder responses centred on the

♦ range of issues

♦ views on reporting to the public

♦ reactionary opinion to reporting environmental issues.

Range of issues

Thirty eight individuals in all groups except investors (75% of the stakeholders)
mentioned specific issues they thought companies should report to the public.
Table 5 ranks and ranges those issues. The table is similar to Tables 1 and 4 in
that the same range of issues and amenity and social values again achieved
reasonably high rankings.

An analysis of stakeholder discourse showed a ratio of 2:1 statements in favour
of a broader approach to environmental reporting, compared with a more
specific approach to reporting what were described by some as ‘more obvious’
issues. Examples of such obvious issues are visual pollution in the form of
effluent (sewage or industrial waste) and air emissions. Some stakeholders
argued for a phased strategic approach to environmental reporting. According
to the phased approach the more obvious issues would be considered first and
then, over time, wider considerations would be included.
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Table 5:  Range of issues associated with public reporting

Overall concern Times mentioned Rank

Air emissions 19 1

Water 14 2

Amenity values 11 3

Extractive management 10 4

Waste management 8 5

Energy 8 5

Social 6 6

Fishing 6 6

Land management 6 6

Forestry 6 6

Recycling 5 7

Toxicity 4 8

Paper usage 4 8

Farming 3 9

Commercial transport 3 9

Maori values 3 9

Chemical usage 3 9

Management of resources 3 9

Various (Includes spiritual) 1 10

Reporting to the public

Some stakeholders drew attention to the multifaceted nature of public opinion.
Despite this pluralism there was a high degree of agreement about how the
public should be considered when reporting environmental issues. Forty one
stakeholders (81%) thought that the public should be consulted in some way
when considering environmental reporting issues. The size of the stakeholder
response to this question has been interpreted as a reflection of the view that the
public requires greater transparency when environmental issues are reported.
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Reactionary opinion to reporting environmental issues

A minority of stakeholders were against reporting environmental issues to the
public. The ratio is estimated at 7:1 statements in favour of a greater
transparency. There was reactionary opinion from six stakeholders (12%). This
came from individuals in investor, business affiliate, and company
management groupings. They stressed the importance of such matters as the
maximisation of wealth, a questioning of whether to go beyond legal
requirements, a priority with financial interpretation of environmental issues,
and the extra costs of environmental reporting.

Summary

These results show there is a greater tendency among the stakeholders as a
whole to accept that the public should be supplied with a wide range of
information on environmental issues. The wide range of environmental
information may be interpreted as an expression of a desire for environmental
transparency. There is some resistance to environmental reporting from a small
number of stakeholders.
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Most preferred forms of reporting on a company’s environmental issues
Considerations identified by stakeholders included

♦ an overall form of reporting environmental issues

♦ recommendations for content within the overall form

♦ determinants of form and content

♦ need for audit

♦ ways of reporting environmental issues.

An overall form for environmental reporting

Twenty nine of the stakeholders (57%) addressed the need for an overall form
of environmental reporting. Fourteen of the stakeholders (28%) thought the
annual report was the appropriate vehicle for environmental reporting. Seven
(14%) thought there should be stand-alone or separate reports. The remainder
(15%) offered other suggestions such as the Internet, media, magazines,
newsletters, and community meetings.

Recommendations for content within the overall form

Twenty two (43%) of stakeholders equated the content of the report to the
reporting vehicle. These stakeholders suggested inclusion of specific content as
a part of the overall form, which would enhance the informational content of
reporting environmental issues. The stakeholder suggestions for content are
summarised as follows:

• A statement of the environmental policy of the company that encompasses
the past, the present, and the future

• An analysis of the company’s history of environmental effects

• Environmental strategies, plans, objectives, and targets, and a timescale for
all these

• Identification of physical and social issues considered from a local, national,
and international level
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• A statement or description of the environmental management system used
to collect information, for example ISO 14000, or life cycle analysis

• Openness about mistakes, accidents, under-achievement of standards,
prosecutions, and reasons for lobbying against environmental legislation or
regulation

• Analysis of a company’s resource use in terms of efficiency and control of
environmental damage

• Use of, or comparison with, national and international standards

• Financial implications of environmental efforts

• An audit.

Determinants of form and content

Analysis of stakeholders’ opinions showed that there are various factors that
may influence a company management’s choice of form and content for
environmental reporting. The identified factors have been divided into internal
and external determinants, as follows:

Internal

• Company management understanding of the environment and sustainable
development

• Degree of importance company management gives to financial reporting in
comparison to environmental reporting

• Resources available to a company in preparing environmental reports

• Extent to which company management is prepared to seek the opinion of
environmental experts

• Company management understanding of Maori culture

• Time frame for preparation

• Commercial sensitivity.
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External

• Related national legislation and international agreements.

• Judgement by trading partners, national, and international agencies.

• Relationship with the community.

The above factors may not be exhaustive. Eleven stakeholders (22%)
commented on the importance of a company’s relationship with the community
in which it operates. Most of the company management stakeholder group
emphasised the importance of this relationship as an aid to determining the
form and content of environmental reports.

Need for audit

Eighteen of the stakeholders (35%) expressed a need for some kind of audit.
Reflections from the stakeholders about reasons for an audit were:

• People tend to measure their management systems and not their
environmental impacts.

• There is a temptation to use PR to camouflage the real situation.

• Some information can be sanitised.

Ways of reporting environmental issues

Forty six of the stakeholders (91%) considered this aspect of the question.
Stakeholders identified basic means of expression as tables, input-output
statements, graphs, statistics, measurement, pie charts, environmental
indicators, pictorial and narrative statements. Comment relative to some of
these categories was as follows:

Measurement: Twelve stakeholders (23%) thought measurement could be a part
of additional information such as cost benefit analyses and risk assessments,
and some environmental activity could be translated into dollars and cents. An
activist group thought, however, such financial translation should be done with
caution because dollar terms could obscure a company’s environmental
behaviour.
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Narrative: This means of reporting had much more positive than negative
acceptance (8:1). It was felt that narrative could be used to further explain the
content of environmental reports. Narrative not only facilitates explanation of
quantitative and pictorial data, it is also important in providing additional
information that promotes environmental transparency generally. It was
thought, however, there should be a balanced approach to the use of narrative
because of the temptation to use it for public relations.

Environmental indicators: These were considered very important by about
13 stakeholders (35%) who suggested that some explanation should be offered
about the principles behind environmental indicators. It was further suggested
that other indicators should be developed so that they could be compared with
national and international indicators. There was a desire to base such indicators
on the Resource Management Act and a sustainable development framework.
An indicator species (for example, a plant, or animal, or fish) was also suggested.
This indicator would be peculiar to specific environments and could be used as
a benchmark to gauge the overall condition of the surrounding environment.

Summary

Stakeholders understand the idea that reporting occurs on different levels.
There is the idea of ‘form’ in an overall sense, as in annual reports or separate
reports. Some stakeholders also see form as coterminous with content in that
the content is both the form and also contributes to the overall form. Content is
also associated with means of expression (for example, indicators, narrative,
measurement).

Some stakeholders saw annual reports and stand-alone reports as good vehicles
for environmental reporting. Some importance was attributed to consultation
with community groups as a part of that reporting. The need for public
consultation, amongst other external and internal factors, was identified as a
means of determining the form and content of environmental reporting.
Transparency was an important concern for stakeholders, and many
recommendations were advanced that have the potential both to affect the
degree of transparency and the format. The need for transparency and a general
desire for environmental reporting was evident from many stakeholders who
placed importance on the need for a range of forms of expression.



Working Papers (5-00) © The Open Polytechnic of New Zealand 21

Enforcement of environmental reporting
Stakeholders’ answers to this question assumed the form of a preference for
either an enforced or a voluntary approach. Twenty six (51%) of stakeholders
(individuals in all groupings) supported enforcement of environmental
reporting. Sixteen (31%) supported a voluntary approach, and the rest were
undecided. Twenty one (41%) were prepared to consider penalties that ranged
in severity from fines or imprisonment to threat of close-down as a means of
enforcement. Those who supported enforcement thought that this could be
done by statutory regulation or changes to New Zealand Acts of Parliament,
such as the Companies Act 1993, Financial Reporting Act 1993, Public Finance
Act 1989, Fair Trading Act 1980, and the Resource Management Act 1991.

Summary

Replies were weighted to enforcement of environmental reporting, both as a
percentage of overall stakeholders and the amount of support spread among all
stakeholder groups. There was some opinion, however, that there should also
be some allowance for a voluntary approach.

Other questions that should be considered
Thirteen stakeholders (25%) raised other broad questions that would require
further research. These are as follows:

♦ Should there be a cut-off point to determine the need for company
reporting?

♦ Is there a role for fiscal instruments to aid environmental objectives?

♦ Is there a tension between employment and environmentalism?

♦ Have lobby groups lost power to the Government and corporates?

♦ Should government agencies be used to trial environmental reporting?

♦ Are there better ways to construct and interpret cost benefit analyses?

♦ To what extent has the Resource Management Act affected consumerism in
New Zealand?
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The most popular topic suggested for further research related to the need for a
cut-off point for companies engaging in environmental reporting. Six (12%) of
stakeholders thought this was an important question.
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Conclusion

Answers to the questions posed for this research provide some indication of
New Zealand stakeholders’ opinions and expectations surrounding issues
associated with environmental reporting. Stakeholders in this sample identified
company relationship to the environment with a very wide range of physical,
social, and spiritual issues. Business affiliate and investor groupings appeared
to be more limited in how they saw this relationship compared to other
groupings. A number of reasons were suggested for this relationship. Company
policy concern was interpreted by some as being driven by a mixture of
commerce and altruism. Other stakeholder opinion was that

• stakeholder well-being is associated with the well-being of the environment

• the level of disposable income affects environmental concern

• personal belief is linked to environmental views.

Support for the concept of sustainable development was seen by the majority of
stakeholders as a way of bringing about a better relationship between
companies and the environment. There were, however, different interpretations
of sustainable development. Support was expressed for including a wide range
of issues relating to the processes of sustainable development in environmental
reports. Social issues were considered the most important. Stakeholder opinion
on a range of issues included support for an honesty about the past, the present,
the future, and the environmental effects of company activities on nearby and
distant locations.

The annual report was the favoured vehicle for environmental reporting,
although there was support for separate reporting. Stakeholders also saw the
use of other forms of reporting as adding to the overall reporting format. It was
thought that environmental reporting would be aided by companies
communicating, in a variety of ways, the means by which they might attempt to
alleviate their environmental impacts. These included different forms of
measurement and environmental indicators, and strong support for narrative
statements.

Stakeholder opinion promoted liaison with the public as a part of the nature of
the relationship between companies and the public and, in order to further the
cause of environmental reporting, a majority of stakeholders argued for some
compulsion. There was, however, also some recognition of the potential of a
voluntary approach to environmental reporting. A number of stakeholders also
saw a problem in deciding the need for a cut-off point to determine which
companies should provide environmental reports.
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The interviewed stakeholders represented a wide range of people from the
public arena. They offered different views of their understanding about the
relationship between the environment and company activities and
environmental reporting. The analysis presented in Tables 1–5 provides some
understanding of the extent and shape of those views. Generally, stakeholders
did not see themselves removed from the process of environmental reporting
and they were concerned about various company impacts on the environment.

This exploratory survey of stakeholders’ opinions regarding company
environmental reporting shows that, while different viewpoints and different
levels of understanding are held, stakeholders do prefer a wide range of
environmental information that explains company environmental policy and
practice to be included in company reporting.
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