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Mapping the sustainability reporting landscape: Lost in the right direction?
 
EU and international experts discussed the relevance and interaction of the various existing non-financial and sustainability reporting frameworks at a recent ACCA-CDSB roundtable in Brussels
 
Society’s changing expectations of the corporate sector have been matched by the emergence of a range of new reporting guidance, some voluntary, some mandatory. However, the absence of agreed, standard terminology for describing and defining the components of the sustainability reporting landscape contributes to the confusion and complexity that currently characterises it.  As far as sustainability reporting is concerned, we seem to be moving in the right direction, but we are still somewhat uncertain about our final destination.
 
To address and discuss these concerns, ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants) and CDSB (Climate Disclosure Standards Board) recently launched a new report called Mapping the sustainability reporting landscape: Lost in the right direction, during an expert’s roundtable in Brussels. The report, which  provides a useful ‘sustainability compass’ to help companies navigate the constantly shifting landscape that is corporate sustainability reporting, was the starting point for a lively debate between experts on the relevance and interaction of the various existing non-financial/sustainability reporting frameworks. The issue of the implementation of the Non-Financial Reporting Directive and its implication for companies reporting on extra-financial information, as well as sustainability reporting globally were also addressed.
 
Jimmy Greer, Senior Manager, Business Focus, ACCA said: “From the EU Directive on disclosure of non-financial information to the recently created Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures, demand for effective sustainability reporting has never been greater. But while the depth of sustainability reporting continues to improve, the landscape lacks coherence and the resulting fragmentation could result in it failing to live up to its potential.
 
The report we are launching today addresses key concerns for the discipline and makes a set of common sense proposals aimed at ensuring that sustainability reporting can continue to help companies deliver a prosperous future”.
 
The debate revealed that a reasonable balance between stakeholder demands and companies’ capacity to produce additional information has to be found. It also revealed a clear consensus on the need to enhance the existing dialogue between all parties - regulators, companies, investors, civil society, and other stakeholders - and to agree on common objectives, on common language and common principles to make sustainability reporting more meaningful and create clarity for investors. It was stressed that greater alignment between frameworks, as well as a better understanding of where overlapping requests for information are made, would result in an improved sustainability reporting landscape able to reduce duplication and to build a sense of shared objectives.  It was also noted that regulators have a role to play in finding common ground and comparability between the different reporting schemes.
 
The panel also highlighted other areas that merit vigilance, such as the effect on competitiveness, the need for any new practices to have the appropriate legitimacy and better understanding of claims related to directors’ liabilities.
 
Cora van Nieuwenhuizen, MEP warned: “Financial reporting standards have been out there for quite some time and we are still figuring out the details for it. The reason for that is complexity. It is not about the amount the information – it is about its quality. Not everything that is measurable is of value and not everything of value is measurable. We need to keep that in mind and focus on relevant information for investors and society. We must be careful not to add unnecessary additional administrative burden. Do not give up the fight and the hard work on sustainability reporting, it is only the start, and it is time to grasp the momentum! ”
 
Lois Guthrie, Founding Director, CDSB concluded “There are technical dilemmas that need to be addressed in order to advance corporate reporting practice, such as materiality, boundaries, language and characterization. There is lots of commentary on these matters but efforts to address the technical dilemmas need to be coordinated. We also need to consider possible solutions from multi-disciplinary sources such as natural law, engineering and systems thinking. Technology is also likely to help in solving some issues in non-financial reporting by enabling the user to create their own report from the available data.”
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Notes to Editors
 
About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants) is the global body for professional accountants. It offers business-relevant, first-choice qualifications to people of application, ability and ambition around the world who seek a rewarding career in accountancy, finance and management.
 
ACCA supports its 188,000 members and 480,000 students in 181 countries, helping them to develop successful careers in accounting and business, with the skills required by employers. ACCA works through a network of 95 offices and centres and more than 7,110 Approved Employers worldwide, who provide high standards of employee learning and development. Through its public interest remit, ACCA promotes appropriate regulation of accounting and conducts relevant research to ensure accountancy continues to grow in reputation and influence.
 
Founded in 1904, ACCA has consistently held unique core values: opportunity, diversity, innovation, integrity and accountability. It believes that accountants bring value to economies in all stages of development and seek to develop capacity in the profession and encourage the adoption of global standards. ACCA’s core values are aligned to the needs of employers in all sectors and it ensures that through its range of qualifications, it prepares accountants for business. ACCA seeks to open up the profession to people of all backgrounds and remove artificial barriers, innovating its qualifications and delivery to meet the diverse needs of trainee professionals and their employers. More information is here: www.accaglobal.com
 
About CDSB
The Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB) is an international consortium of business and environmental NGOs. We are committed to advancing and aligning the global mainstream corporate reporting model to equate natural capital with financial capital. We do this by offering companies a framework for reporting environmental information with the same rigour as financial information. In turn this helps them to provide investors with decision-useful environmental information via the mainstream corporate report, enhancing the efficient allocation of capital. Regulators also benefit from compliance-ready materials. Recognising that it is equally essential to have information about both natural capital and financial capital for an understanding of corporate performance, our work builds trust and transparency needed to foster resilient capital markets. Collectively, we aim to contribute to more sustainable economic, social and environmental systems. www.cdsb.net
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