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ABSTRACT

The UK has recently established athird generation of indicators of sustainable development, building
on the experience of a preiminary set produced in 1996, and a set of headline and core indicators
established in 1999. Indicators played an integra role in the preparation of a sustainable
development strategy in 1999, and a set of 15 headline indicators became the predominant means of
communicating progress and promoting sustainable deve opment.

However, over the last five years the requirement for and expectations of indicators have changed,
and thereis now perhaps a better understanding of their strengths and their limitations. The grestest
strength has been in providing a means by which stakeholders and the media can review progress
and hold the Government to account. Where, in the main, they have been less successful has beenin
directly driving policy development.

However, this raises the question of whether indicators in themselves can be integrated into
policymaking, and whether too much is expected of them beyond their basic communication role.
Other chalenges remain in aiming to have indicator sets thet are as comprehensive as possible in the
issues they cover, whilst being specific enough to be directly related back to policy, whilst being
smadl enough in number to maintain for regular monitoring.

* Prepared by Stephen Hall.
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The UK does not have dl the answers, but the experiences of producing three generations of
indicators, and some success in the use of headline indicators, may be of interest and use to other
countries following their own paths towards successful indicator programmes.

INTRODUCTION

1.  After morethan tenyears of experience in developing and using sustainable devel opment
indicators, the United Kingdom has recently established its third generation of indicatorsin anew set
to support a new sustainable development strategy.

2. Theneed for and the perception of indicators have evolved since the first set and some re-
evauation is needed of what is expected of indicators, how they should be used and how they should
be communicated.

3. When sustainable development indicators were first established, the proactive use of indicators
and targets in government was in itsinfancy. The first set of indicators was therefore breaking new
ground in the process of reviewing progress.

4. By thetime of the second generation of indicators, the Government was willing to embrace the
concept of being held to account having aready proliferated the machinery of government with
performance targets. So sustainable devel opment indicators were strengthened with a commitment
to make progress, and a set of headline indicators was established to be drivers for action and to
highlight where policies needed to be adjusted.

5. However, with performance measures now across every aspect of Government, and every
new policy initiative generating more targets the approach to developing a set of sustainable
development indicatorsis more chalenging and their perceived role perhgps needs to change.

6.  Inonerespect, with amultitude of indicators and targets dready in place across Government,
edtablishing a set of sustainable development indicators ought to be eadier, asit should be possible to
‘cherry pick’ the best indicators from awider variety of existing sets. However the chalenge now is
to identify and develop indicators that are adding value and bringing a sustainable development
perspective, rather than smply repackaging exigting performance measures and giving them a
‘sustainable development badge' .

7.  Thereisnow greater sengtivity about what messages a st of sustainable development
indicators might convey, and in many cases a desire by policy makers and politicians that these
should be consigtent with the indicators and targets adready adopted within specific policy aress.
Thereis adanger therefore that a set of sustainable development indicators may only be a
repackaging exercise (though this may in part be welcomed since obtaining information on disparate
trends from even the most centralized of Satigtical systems can be very difficult).

8. Whereaset of sustainable development indicatorsis closdly dlied with a sustainable
development strategy, asis the case for the UK, greater influence can be gpplied through the
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existence of policy statements to extract agreement for more challenging sustainable development
indicators, and perhaps reduce some of the ’repackaging’ .

9.  Therehaslong been the desire that sustainable devel opment indicators should be fully
integrated into policy making and directly influencing policy decisons— making them more
sugtainable. However, there are very few examples of where this has happened. The problem is
that the principa role of indicators is as communicators, and in particular communicators to the
public and Ministers who do not necessarily need or want to know lots and lots of detail. Most
indicators therefore provide only abroad overview of an issue and are of little use for detailed policy
congderations. They arein particular often too broad for a policy maker to identify where their
policy areamay impact on another aspect of sustainable development. Some stakeholders cal for a
st of indicators that are better integrated interndly, i.e. with dl the inter-linkages identified and
quantified, but we are along way from being able to construct comprehensive modd s that alow us
to know what impact a change in one indicator will have on another.

10. Some stakeholders bdieve that holigtic sustainable devel opment measures are needed, and
there are a growing number of aggregate indices promoted internationaly that professto be
measures of sustainability. However, there is dso awide degree of scepticism internationally about
their methodol ogies and meaningfulness.  Although aggregate indices may have their placein a
package of communication tools there is a concern that they are more likely to midead than to lead
to discernable progress. However the idea of condensing down the messagesis valid, and the sizes
of our indicators sets perhaps need to be reduced to be more managesble for those trying to
maintain them and those trying to understand the messages.

11. Theimmediate future and need for indicatorsis afocus on raisng their profile and making them
more effective as communication tools in order to raise awareness and understanding of sustainable
development. Thereis aneed for more accessible indicator ‘ products such asthe UK’ svery
successful “headline indicator’ legflets, which can be used by Government Minigters, stakeholders
and the public, and user-friendlier indicator webgtes. It needs to be recognized that few if any
indicators can serve the needs of both those who need broad messages and those who need detailed
input into policy making. Those respongble for sustainable development indicators should first and
foremogt focus efforts on effective communication. Policy makerswill tend to use detailed Satistica
and other evidence rather than rely whally on indicators.

THE 1ST GENERATION INDICATORS

12.  In 1994 the UK became one of the first countries to produce a sustainable devel opment
srategy (HM Government 1994) in response to the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Jangiro. The
srategy led the Government to pursue, via an inter-departmental working group, a set of indicators
with which to monitor progress.

13. In 1996 aprdiminary set of indicators were published, “Indicators of Sustainable
Development for the United Kingdom” (Degpt. of the Environment 1996), making the UK one
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of thefirgt countriesto do so. Thisincluded some 120 indicators produced for discusson and
consultation.

14. The UK took account of ideas and work in other countries and organizations, in particular the
UN Commission on Sugtainable Development (UNCSD), the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), and European indtitutions.

15. Theindicators were based on a unique framework based on the key issues and objectives set
out in the sustainable development strategy. The work also attempted to go beyond environmental
indicators, to indude indicators explicitly linking environment impacts with socio-economic activity.
Degpite this, the main criticism of both the strategy and the indicator set was that there was too little
coverage of socid issues, and indeed most of the indicators focused on environmenta ones. There
was aso criticisam that the UK indicators had been published shortly before the UNCSD published a
draft menu of indicators for dl countries to use in reporting internationally on sustainable
development. However, the UK was subsequently one of 22 countries to volunteer to pilot test the
applicability of the UNCSD indicators.

THE 2ND GENERATION INDICATORS

16. Following achange of Government in 1997, anew drategy, “A better qudity of lifeé’ (DETR
1999a), was published in 1999. The establishment of indicators was an integrd part of the
development of the new grategy, with work on indicators going alongside and sometimes ahead of
discussions on the content of the Strategy.

17. Thisagpproach of indicator development in tandem with policy formation was a pragmetic one
in that there were concerns that the delivery time for the indicators would be considerably longer if
they were entirely predicated on the content of the strategy being finalized.

18. However, the approach had both strengths and weaknesses. One of the strengths was that
the indicators helped to focus peopl€ s minds on the issues that should be covered by the strategy
and in some cases indicators led to the inclusion of issuesin the strategy that might not otherwise
have been included, or a least not in the same way, for example indicators on wild bird populations
and on air quality. However, some of the indicator work (for example on socid indicators) was
either not used in the find set or the experts engaged in the exercise felt unable to contribute
condructively without knowing the direction of the strategy.

19.  Working to some extent blind - without a strong policy lead - perhaps dso resulted in amuch
larger volume of candidate indicators than might have been the case if indicator development had
awaited findization of the policy framework.

20. Furthermore and perhapsinevitably, when then opening the debate on indicators to
stakeholders, there was atendency for them to be strongly motivated towards their own area of
concern being covered by an indicator. This was often on the erroneous assumption that if it was not
an ‘indicator of sustainable development’ then it was not monitored at al.
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21.  Anocther motivation was perhaps that in their view a particular issue had to be seen as
contributing to sustainable development through the indicators, possibly in anticipation of potentia
funding or for political or presentationa reasons.

22.  Whilst undoubtedly diciting wider support and ensuring a more robust set of indicators,
gtakeholder involvement, with a dill-evolving policy framework, had the potentia to hamper the
establishment of a coherent set. For example, in one particular workshop event, the am had been to
reduce an dready large list of indicators, some 200 or S0, down to perhaps asfew as 50. By the
end of the day’ s deliberations, rather than reducing the list, stakeholders had argued the need for
more candidate indicators and the list had grown to over 400.

THE 2ND GENERATION INDICATORS: HEADLINE INDICATORSAND “QUALITY
OF LIFE COUNTS’

23.  Within aclimate of ever increasing numbers of indicators and targets, covering awide range of
policy areasin Government, Ministers were comfortable with the concept of being held to account,
and indeed holding the country to account through sustainable development indicators.

24. However, evenif asat of lessthan 200 indicators could be whittled down from al the
candidate indicators, it was clear that it would be very difficult to answer the question ‘ Are we
becoming more or less sustainable? — each indicator would in effect give a different answer for a
specific area.

25. Inrecognizing thet this could not be effectively done with alarge number of indicators,
Minigters asked that some *headline’ indicators be established which might provide a broad
overview of progress.

26. A public consultation paper, “ Sustainability counts’ (DETR 1998) proposed a et of 13
headline indicators covering economic growth, socia invesment, employment, health, education and
training, housing qudlity, dimate change, air pollution, transport, water qudity, wildlife, land use and
waste. The concept of a‘headline’ set received wide support. Responses to the consultation
resulted in afourteenth indicator on crime being included in the strategy document, and afifteenth
indicator on poverty and socia excluson was introduced in the final publication of the indicators.

27. Some sx months after the publication of the strategy document, “Quality of life counts’ (DETR
1999b) was published. This provided a basdine assessment of the fifteen headline indicators and
132 core sustainable development indicators, established to focus on specific issues and identify
aressfor action.

28. Theheadlineindicators were described as a‘ qudity of life barometer’ — ‘to provide ahigh
level overview of progress, and be a powerful tool for smplifying and communicating the main
messages for the public’.
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29. Theheadlineindicators were to play akey rolein the promotion of sustainable development,
and the indicators were at the centre of four successive UK Government annua reports on progress
“Achieving a better qudity of life’ (DEFRA 2004a).

30. Thewider “Qudity of life counts’ proved to be very influentid in other indicator initiatives
throughout the UK and internationdly. However with hindsight it is questionable whether such a
large st of indicators, 147 including the headline indicators, was practical to maintain and effectivein
communication or in influencing palicy.

THE 3RD GENERATION INDICATORS: PUBLIC CONSULTATION

31. The 1999 strategy document included a commitment to review the strategy and its supporting
indicators after five years. In April 2004, the UK Government, in partnership with the Scottish
Executive, the Welsh Assembly Government and the Northern Irdland Adminigtration, launched a
public consultation document “Taking it on” which sought views on the direction of sustaingble
development strategy and future monitoring of progress through indicators.

32.  1n 1999, the UK devolved many powers to new democratic bodies in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Irdland. As new bodies, these devolved adminigtrations crested their own solutions to the
shared chalenge of sustainable development. This led to separate indicator sets being established by
the Scottish Executive and the Welsh Assembly Government, and initid work on indicatorsin
Northern Ireland, which reflected their own circumstances and priorities.

33. However, some stakeholders had expressed concern about the confusing messages conveyed
by disparate policy and disparate indicator sets. The consultation document proposed a common
drategic framework for sustainable development, benesth which each adminigtration could develop
its own drategy. Views were then sought, through the following questions, on how progress should
be reviewed and communicated:

What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current sustainable development indicators, and
how they are used?

In generd

More specificaly indicators used:

-inthe UK Government’s headline s;

-inthewider UK core set in *Quadlity of life counts';

-in Scotland, Waes and Northern Ireland;

-in the English regions,

-inlocd authorities, and

- elsawhere (for example sectord indicators).

What needs to be monitored and measured UK -wide?
Who are the audiences for indicators and how could we better meet their needs?

Should any set of indicators supporting the new strategy
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concentrate on just the main prioritiesin the strategic framework; or
be wider and more comprehensive?

Should important high-level sustainable devel opment indicators focus on monitoring
generd progress towards final outcomes,

specific delivery actions and targets; or

both?

34. Intotd there were 42 questions in the consultation document, and more than 700 individuas
or organizations provided responses. In developing the consultation document, attempts were made
to ensure that questions on indicators were integrated dongside the relevant policy related questions.

Unfortunately there were consderable pressures to structure the consultation document in a
manageable way and policy interests prevailed. This resulted in the indicator questions above
featuring as questions 38 to 42 of the consultation document. Many of the preceding questions
required respondents to produce detailed answers, so there was an inevitable decline in the extent of
answers for later questions.

35. However, monitoring and indicators were important threads running through responses to
meany of the questions in the consultation document — not just those specificdly on indicators. Indl
there were more than 1,500 indicator-related responses.

36. Therewas strong support for the retention of a set of UK -wide indicators, with the desire that
indicators could be linked from local to nationd level. Ninety-five per cent of respondents supported
the need for aset of headline indicators, but only 11 per cent specifically favoured the existing
headline set with no change and a further 25 per cent supported the existing set but with some
modification.

37. Eleven per cent of al indicator responses were specificaly concerning Grass Domestic
Product (GDP) as a measure of sustainable development, with the mgority of these advocating its
excluson from the st or changing it redicaly.

38. A widevariety of candidate indicators were proposed for a headline s&t, including a number of
aggregate indices, with some people suggesting that there should be no more than 3 to 5 *headling
indicators, and that these should be aggregate measures. Eight per cent of al indicator responses
strongly supported the incluson of an ecological footprint. There was aso strong support for other
measures that for example encapsulate wellbeing S0 as to counter the perceived assumption that
economic growth is necessarily a desirable outcome of sustainable development.

THE 3RD GENERATION INDICATORS: THE FINAL SET

39. Inaddition to the consultation, an indicator review was undertaken to identify indicators to
support future monitoring.  The review initidly focused on indicators used directly to monitor
sustainable development, and indicatorsin closdly related nationd strategies. The exercise was then
extended to awider array of indicator sets used nationdly and internationdly. In total over 5,000
indicators were identified. These were then characterized into broad themes, and into economic,
socia and environmenta impacts and drivers.
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40. Toagreat extent the development of the 3rd generation of indicators reflected some of the
same challenges faced in producing the 2nd generation. The greatest chalenge being trying to
establish a policy-relevant set of indicatorsin time for incluson in the new strategy, whilst the policy
thinking for the new strategy was till being developed. A degree of pragmatism was required, along
with condructive didogue with policy colleagues and those within the devolved administrations to
negotiate an acceptable set of indicators.

41. Thenew UK Government sustainable development strategy “ Securing the future” and the
UK’ s shared framework for sustainable development “ One future different paths’ were published in
March 2005.

42. Twenty ‘UK Framework Indicators were outlined which reflected the broad priorities set out
in the shared framework for sustainable development. These broadly take on the role of *headline
indicators , for which the devolved adminigtrations and the UK Government have shared

respongibility.

43. The UK Government sustainable development strategy outlined, in addition to the * UK
Framework Indicators, afurther 48 indicators related to the priority policy areas covered by the

drategy.

44.  Thenew indicator set included eight that required development — in some cases from scratch.
Perhaps the most challenging of these were indicators covering

socid judtice,
environmenta equiity,
welbeing,

al of which need to be defined in concept and policy terms as well as for monitoring.

45.  Thinking on how these indicators might be implemented is ftill a avery early sage. Thefirgt
two may be based on combinations of localized data through the development of * neighbourhood
datigics. The most difficult monitoring to envisageis of ‘wdlbeing’. There have been a number of
urveysthat ask peopleto rate their life satisfaction, but the degree of stisfaction is surprisingly high
and has changed little for many years. So it isdifficult a this sage to envisage what an indicator of
wellbeing might be thet is informative and has credibility. Itislikely to be severa measures rather
than asingleindicator. Research to contribute to the scoping of wellbeing and to help identify the
evidence isto be commissoned shortly.

46. The 68 indicatorsinclude al the previous 15 *headling indicators, though not al of them are
within the 20 ‘UK Framework Indicators . This meansthat GDP has been retained. Arguments for
its retention included recognition that GDP provides essentid context for considering a number of the
other indicators, it isadriver for many of the environmental pressures, and economic growth isan
essential aspect of sustainable development in terms of supporting environmenta and socid
development.
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47. A number of the indicatorsin the new set were ‘decoupling’ indicators, which attempt to show
whether impacts (predominantly environmental) are being ‘ decoupled’ from their potentia drivers
(predominantly economic growth or demographic changes).

INDICATOR FRAMEWORKSAND SELECTION OF INDICATORS

48. Much work has been undertaken nationdly and internationaly to determine the most
gppropriate structures for sustainable development indicators.  Sometimes perhaps too much effort
is expended in theorizing about frameworks. They may help to ensure that cause and effect can be
monitored and they may help to ensure that significant ggps in monitoring arefilled. Soit isdear that
some structure is needed.

49. However from the experience of the 2nd generation of UK indicators, the strength of the
indicator structure had been that it was precisdy the same as the policy framework, with direct links
to the both the broad and specific structure of the policy objectivesin the strategy. 1t meant that the
indicators were not seen as an academic or distinct statistical exercise, but as core components of
the overdl policy approach.

50. Ensuring their policy rdlevance in structure and coverage also meant thet strong Government
commitments were associated with the indicators in terms of aiming to make progress.

51. Inthe2nd generation indicators ‘ Quality of life counts, there was literaly an indicator for
every sngle substantive objective in the 1999 drategy. Thisresulted in the set consisting of 147
indicators.

52. Inthe 3rd generation of indicators, the approach was not quite so precise and indicators were
selected that related to the four broad priority areasidentified in the strategy. The specific linksto
policy were then not necessarily related to precise wording in the strategy document, but through the
pre-existence of policy targets that if achieved would directly or indirectly contribute to progressin
the indicator and hence to the broad policy area. This gpproach reflected in part a stronger focusin
the new dtrategy on tangible delivery of sustainable development through outcomes, rather than
laudable but vaguely defined objectives.

INDICATOR SELECTION CRITERIA

53. Inedablishing indicator sets, attempts have often been made to adhere to a number of
selection criteria. For ‘Qudity of life counts' the criteriawere:

to describe whether we are achieving sustainable development

to highlight and monitor key policy initidives, commitments and targets

to educate the public and businesses both about sustainable development and the actions
required

to report progressto internationa fora, particularly with indicators recommended
internationdly
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to help make transparent trade-offs and links between sustainable development objectives.

54. Certain scientific and technical criteriawere applied to the indicators before their adoption.
The indicators had to:

be representative;

be scientificdly vdid,

be smple and easy to interpret;

show trends over time;

give early warning about irreversible trends where possible;

be sensitive to the changes they are meant to indicate;

be based on readily available data or be available at reasonable cost;
be based on data adequately documents and of known qudlity;

be capable of being updated &t regular intervals;

have a guiddine or target againgt which to compare them.

55. These criteriawere theoreticaly laudable and to be encouraged, but in practice there was not
necessarily arigorous checklist gpplied to each indicator. Compromises inevitably had to be made
and pragmatism prevailed to ensure that appropriate measures could be established.

56. For the new st of indicators, salection criteria were somewhat less detailed, and wherever
possble indicators:

were linked to the purpose and priorities with the UK Framework and Strategy;
were agreed as high priorities by the UK Government;

had UK coverage;

hed trends available;

highlighted chalenges,

were gatigticaly robust and meaningful.

57. One of the specific gods not mentioned in the criteria was to reduce the number of indicators
inthe new set. The god wasto have around 50 indicatorsin the find set. Although not quite
achieving thisgod, the 68 indicators in the new set are less than hdlf the number in the previous
‘Qudity of life counts <.

HEADLINE INDICATORS

58. There was much debate about a new set of ‘headling indicators in the 3rd generation set.
Some stakeholders fdlt that the previous 15 ‘headline indicators were too many. However other
stakeholders dso felt that additiond issues should also be covered by anew ‘headline st’, and
expressed support for adightly larger set.

59. Inthenew s, the ‘UK Framework Indicators were not explicitly described as
‘headline indicators, and within the new strategy document little ditinction was made



CES/2005/26
page 11

between the * Framework’ indicators and other supporting indicators. However it isvery likely
that as communication and reporting for the new strategy is developed, the 20 ‘ Framework
Indicators will take on the *headline' role.

60. The 15 headline indicatorsin the 2nd generation set were developed in the hope that they
might sit alongside traditional measures such as Gross Domestic Product and employment asa
means of holding the government and the country to account in making progress towards sustainable
development.

61. Asanintegrd part of the strategy, a satement was made that: ‘the Government’saim isfor al
the headline indicators to move in the right direction over time, or, where a satisfactory level has been
reached, to prevent areversa. Where atrend is unacceptable, the Government will adjust policies
accordingly, and will ook to othersto join it in taking action.”

62. Following Government reorganization in 2001, a new Government department, the
Department for Environment, Food and Rura Affairs (Defra) was formed, which brought together
environmental functions with agriculture and fisheries. With the environmental functions came
respongbility for coordinating sustainable development across Government. From the gart, Defra
identified sustainable development as one of its overarching objectives.

63. Thisledto aperformance target for Defra agreed by Her Mgesty’s Treasury to ‘ promote
sustainable devel opment across Government and the country as a whole as measured by achieving
positive trends in the Government's headline sustainable development indicators” Thiswasa
particularly chadlenging target asin terms of its policy responghilities, Defraonly had lead
responsbilities for policies that might directly affect five of the fifteen heedline indicators. Thisled to
consderable difficulties in formulating an approach that appropriately measured Defrd s
performance, and this remains unresolved to a great extent.

64. Theheadline indicators were collectively referred to asa‘quality of life barometer’ asthey
were intended to focus attention on what sustainable devel opment means, and to give a broad
overview of whether we are achieving *a better qudity of life, now and for generationsto come' —
the overarching aim of the 1999 drategy.

65. Usdng theterm ‘qudlity of life barometer’ had its benefitsin terms of getting peopl€e' s attention,
but may have aso raised peopl€ s expectations of what was being measured - some assuming that a
singleindex was being developed.

66. With the commitments behind the headline indicators they became established as key
communication tools. In most cases the statistics behind the indicators were Nationa
Statigtics in their own right, and with the Nationa Statistics system in the UK predominantly
non-centralized, were published in their gppropriate context by the respong ble department.
For example, the crime figures used for the headline indicator on crime were along
established statistics series published by the Home Office. However thisdid at times mean
that there was reluctance on the part of the Departments to present their Satistics as
sugtainable development indicators. In the case of crime datistics they were clearly not first
and foremost a measure of sustainable development but of crime. Thus, in press releases and
briefings little or no reference was made to sustainable development. 1t was only when
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‘repackaged’ that the indicators could be highlighted in sustainable devel opment
communicetions.

67. Furthermore, Defrahad little or no influence over whether definitions were changed. Whilgtin
the strategy the commitment wasto retain a consistent set of indicators for a number of years, in
practice it was necessary to revise the measures used if there was a change in policy focus or
datistical measure. This could lead to presentationd difficultiesin trying to avoid accusations of
choosing indicators that were more likely to show good progress.

ASSESSING PROGRESS

68. Only ahandful of countries and indtitutions have actively made summary assessments of
progress using indictors - in most cases the indicators are only presented as charts and commentary.
Examples where ‘smileys' or other symbol-based assessments are made include the European
Environment Agency, Canada, and Sovenia

69. For the UK’s 2nd generation set early attempts were made to have targets associated with the
indicators, but it was concluded that in most cases there was no eadly identified point a which a
trend was sustainable. So the gpproach of assessing progress since basdlines was established and
summarized usng ‘traffic light' assessments.

70.  With hindsight there are some arguments for why perhaps it would have been better to have
avoided making summary assessments — there are undoubtedly sengtivities for policy makers and
Minigersin terms of what colour traffic light is highlighted for their particular policy areas, and the
media can become very focused on the assessments and not on the wider issues behind the
indicators. However on balance, symbol assessments probably are useful to help people understand
what the charts are saying, and to get an idea at a glance as to whether things are improving are
getting worse. Now that traffic light assessments have been in use for five years, it is doubtful that
stakeholders and the mediawould accept UK indicators without assessments.

71. Problems surrounding this means of assessment have included the basdlines being relatively
arbitrary — and with the danger that a different basdline could result in a very different assessment of
progress — and the determination of whether change in an indicator should be regarded as sgnificant.
Pressure has been applied by the National Audit Office and others for the basis of the assessments
to be made much more trangparent, with clear judtifications regarding the significance of any change.

72. Thishasremained difficult, not least because for many of the data sets there was no statisticd
information available on sgnificance. Assessments had hitherto been made based on the experience
and knowledge (and sometimes ‘ gut-feding’) of the Satisticians involved, but it was very difficult to
robustly judtify the assessments beyond saying what the latest data were, and what the basdline
figures were.

73. Totry to make the assessments a little more rigorous, a threshold percentage changein
the indicators was declared, above which a change was considered significant.  Thiswork
was undertaken as part of an update of the 2nd generation indicators published in 2004. The
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determination of the threshold was to some extent il arbitrary but was based on what
percentage change would for most if not al indicators support the assessments previoudy
made. So it was an apriori judgement, rather than one based on Satistica rigour. Themain
benefit was that athough debates could be had about the threshold, there was at least greater
trangparency in, and defense of, the traffic light assessments. For most indicators a three per
cent change was regarded as significant. Where the value of an indicator was dready very
high, and could not be expected to change greetly, then a smaler amount of change was
regarded as sgnificant. So there remained some latitude for common sense to prevail.

74. Inthe new st of indicators, atempts have been made to reduce the effect of the basdline year,
by making the basdline figure, against which the |atest data are assessed, athree-year average
around the basdline year. It remains to be seen whether this will be supported by stakeholders and
those wishing to ‘audit’ progress through the indicators.

75. Some presentationd difficulties sill remain with ‘basding traffic light assessments, asthey
have caused confusion for some users of the indicators. For example the assessment for climate
change, based on greenhouse gas emissons would be a green tick, Since emissons have been
reduced, but having a green tick might suggest that the problem of climate change had been resolved.

76. Further consderation is till needed as to how best to assess and communicate progress.
COMMUNICATION PRODUCTS: QUALITY OF LIFE BAROMETER LEAFLET

77. Intheinitiad years of the 2nd generation of indicators, there was frustration amongst Ministers
that the ‘headling indicators were not making ‘headlines’ in the media, and awareness of sustainable
development was low.

78. Themain approach to highlighting the indicators was through the Government’ s sustainable
devel opment website, and through annua reports, but these were diciting little interest from the
media

79. Itwasclear that amore succinct way of getting the indicators across to audiences beyond the
cognoscenti was needed.

80. A ledflet was developed that attempted to present the indicators in smplified form — stripping
out unnecessary detail and providing very short commentary and traffic light assessments.
Information on al 15 headline indicators was condensed on to two sides of A4 paper. (A verson of
the lesflet is provided as an Annex to this paper.)

81. At mediabriefings, it was often the “Quality of Life Barometer” |egflet that the journdists
turned to rather than the weighty tome that was the main focus of the event. Many of their questions
directed at Ministers were then based on the headline indicators and traffic light assessments shown
in the leeflet.
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82. In 2003 the Prime Minigter gave the keynote speech at the launch of the annua report on
sugtainable development, and using the legflet referred to the headline indicators saying thet:

‘we must do more to embed [sustainable development] at the heart of policy-making. Thet is
why | believe that the report on sustainable development in the UK ... is o important. The
UK was thefirgt country in the world to publish a comprehensive set of sustainable
development indicators. And the first country to report annualy on our progress againgt those
indicators.

Many indde government felt we were taking abig risk - that the indicators wouldn't go in the
right direction. Some of them are not. But they show clearly the direction we should be moving
in. Thisisabold experiment...’

83. Theledflet proved to be extremely effective in promoting the headline indicators to wider
audiences. It was applauded by the UK’ s independent Sustainable Development Commission and
European Union indicator experts, and was described as “the single most important development in
communicating sustainable development” (Professor Anne Power, UK Sustainable Development
Commissioner, 2001).

84. Theledflet subsequently inspired smilar leaflets to be produced by, for example, the European
Commission, the Environment Agency (England and Waes) and the Finnish Environment Indtitute,
and has been emulated more widdly since.

85. Theledflet was particularly successful a one UK media briefing in 2003. It resulted in a
hedlthy debate in newspapers and televison news programmes on what quaity of life means, how it
should be measured and whether the Government’ s assessments of progress were the right ones.
Examples of the newspaper headlines were:

Evening Standard - Crime up, roads worse but life is better says Labour

The Times- Lifeis better despite crime, illness and cars, says Labour

The Express - Qudlity of lifeis better? But what about al the thuggery and the jams
The Guardian - Qudlity of life ‘getting better’

INDICATORSINFLUENCING POLICY

86. Itisunlikdy that many of the indicators have influenced policy owing to them being part of a
sustainable development set. 1n most cases the indicators selected were aready well-established
measures of progress for their policy areas. One of the exceptions to this was the headline indicator
on populations of wild birds. The mediainitialy made much of the novelty of the government
measuring people s qudity of life by counting birds, but the messages conveyed by the indicator
demanded action. Whilst overal the population of birds had not changed sgnificantly from what it
was in 1970, the populations of farmland species had fdlen dramaticaly, dmost having in number
compared with apeak in 1977. Woodland birds had falen by amost 30 per cent since apesk in
1974.
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87. Inthe case of farmland birds there was speculation that the loss was caused by the
intengfication of farming, the increased use of pedticides and the loss of hedgerows. Asadirect
result of the messages conveyed by the headline indicator Defra was given a performance target to
hdt the decline and stabilize populations.

COMMUNICATION PRODUCTS: POCKET-SIZED BOOKLETS

88. Inthe 2nd generation of indicators the ‘ Qudity of life counts set was not intended to be
updated as frequently as the 15 headline indicators — to have done so would be impractica and most
trends would not be expected to change dramaticaly annualy. An updated compendium of the
indicators “Quadlity of life counts — update 2004” was published on the sustainable devel opment
website in March 2004.

89. Beng in effect arepackaging of many exigting indicators, there is a question over whether in
itsdlf, as aset of sugtainable development indicators, ‘ Qudity of life counts had any policy impact. It
is possible that asindividua policy measures, some of the indicators had influenced policy decisons,
but not because they had been labdled as ‘ sustainable development’ indicators. Thereisaprevalling
assumption that it is important to have a comprehensive set of indicators that provides a
comprehensive picture of ‘sustainable development’. However, alarge set is somewhat unwieldy
and it is difficult to get a quick impression of whether progress is being made and what are the main
iSsues to focus on.

90. Incongdering this, anew publication “ Sustainable development indicators in your pocket”
(DEFRA 2004b) booklet was published in April 2004 and was a considerable success. This
pocket-sized booklet (A6 in Sze) contained a selection of 50 indicators, to help illustrate the breadth
of issues covered by the sustainable devel opment agenda, but without over-loading the reader with
too many indicators. Ordersfor the booklet surpassed expectations and areprint had to be run to
meet demand from, in particular, schools and other educationd indtitutions. This success thus
reinforced the assumption that small ‘pocket’ summaries of indicators would be more useful and
attract wider audiences than large gatigtica volumes.

91. Thisin part influenced the decision made for the 3rd generation of indicatorsto try to reduce
the number of indicatorsin the set, and there by make them more managesble in communication
terms. A new version of “ Sugtainable development indicators in your pocket” will be published in
June 2005 based on the new indicator set.

REGIONAL AND LOCAL INDICATORS

92.  Oncethe 2nd generation of indicators were released, there were demands for indicators that
were more loca and more relevant to loca experiences. “Regiond qudity of life counts’ was
therefore produced and updated annudly, providing regiond versons of the headline indicators,
where data were available, for the English Regions. These were intended to help raise awareness of
sugtainable development Hill further, to provide a useful input into regiona sustainable development
frameworks, and aso help to direct policies where there are regiond disparities.



CES/2005/26
page 16

93. Inevitably, producing regiond indicators led to comparisons being made between regions, and
in England there is often the media assumption that things are better in the south of the country than in
the north. The “Regiona qudity of life counts’ (DEFRA 2003) publication generated some
interesting newspaper headlines.

TheDaily Telegraph - 1t'sgrim up North, say life qudity Satistics

Dally Express- Great divide - Head south if you want alonger life northernerstold

The Guardian - Poverty and crime make it tough up north - but more birds are Snging

The Times - Life sounds sweet in poorer North

94. Therewas strong support in the consultation, leading to the new strategy, for greater
comparability and congstency between national, regiona and locd indicators. So it is anticipated
that in due course regiona versions of the new set of indicators will be developed. However these
will not be imposed upon the regions, but will supplement more region-pecific monitoring.

95.  Work has been and will continue to be done &t the loca level too. In 2000 a menu of 29
indicators was devel oped which loca authorities were encouraged to consider using for their
Srategies and other local monitoring. The menu “Loca qudlity of life counts’ (DETR 2000) was
developed jointly by Central Government, local government bodies, the Audit Commission, Locd
Agenda 21 groups, and tested in 30 locd authorities. The development of local Qudlity of Life
indicators, strongly influenced by “Locd qudlity of life counts’, was taken forward by the Audit
Commission, and a project is near to completion to produce a new st that tiesin as far as possible
with the new nationd strategy and indicators.

AGGREGATE INDICES

96. Whilgt avoiding making comments on specific measures, thereis increasing pressure for the
development of aggregate indices that somehow give an overadl measure of sustainability.

97. Thereisnothing wrong with an aggregate indicator per s GDP is awell-established example
of agenerally accepted aggregate indicator. However, there are widespread concerns about the
objectivity, robustness and transparency of aggregate indicators of environmenta impact.

98. There are limitations surrounding the use of aggregate measures as andyticd tools, but in some
cases this may be extended to their use as communication tools. Changesin individua components
and their relationship with other indicators may need to be understood if the overal messages are to
be understood. In many cases there are aso methodologica and data concerns which are masked
by aggregation, and render the overal messages mideading.

99. Although there are a number of aggregate indicators promoted by various organizations, it is
not clear that any of the indicators address these concerns.

100. The UK’s approach, for the moment at least, remains focused on the communication of
individual measures rather than trying to aggregate disparate measures.



CES/2005/26
page 17

PRINCIPAL LITERATURE CITED

HM Government. 1994. Sustainable Development — The UK Strategy. HMSO: London (ISBN O
11 124262 X)

Department of the Environment. 1996. Indicators of Sustainable Development for the United
Kingdom. HMSO: London (ISBN 0 11 753174 X)

DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rura Affairs). 2002. Survey of public attitudes
to quality of life and to the environment — 2001.
(www.defra.gov.uk/environment/stetisticsindex.htm)

DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rurd Affairs). 2004a. Achieving a better quality
of life — Review of progress towards sustainable devel opment — Government annua report
2003.

DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rurd Affairs). 2004b. Sustainable development
indicatorsin your pocket 2004 — A selection of the UK Government’ s indicators of
sustainable devel opment.

DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rurd Affairs). 2004c. Taking it on — The
consultation for developing new UK sustainable development strategy.

DETR (Department of Environment, Trangport and the Regions). 1998. Sustainability counts —
Consultation paper on a set of ‘headline’ indicators of sustainable devel opment.

DETR (Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions). 1999a. A better quality of life —
a strategy for sustainable development for the UK.

DETR (Department of Environment, Trangport and the Regions). 1999b. Quality of life counts —
Indicators for a strategy for sustainable development for the United Kingdom: a baseline
assessment. ISBN 185112343 1

DETR (Department of Environment, Trangport and the Regions). 2000. Local quality of life counts
— A handbook for a menu of local indicators of sustainable development.

* * * % %



