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Abstract: Many local government or regional plans have “a sustainable future for our 

community” as a goal. However, few local or regional governments have a sustainability 

reporting tool in place that enables them to understand how far along the pathway to 

sustainability their community is. There are a range of reasons for this, including current 

sustainability indicators and indices not matching the needs or capacity of local actors.  

This paper argues that a collaborative approach to developing sustainability reporting tools, 

that involves sustainability experts and local actors working together, will be more 

successful at developing a tool that has a theoretical basis with locally relevant indicators, 

which is practical for informed decision making. This process will also build the 

sustainability reporting capacity of local actors. This collaborative approach was tested in 

South West Victoria, Australia, resulting in a locally relevant, practical and theoretically 

sound sustainability reporting tool that met the needs of local actors. This outcome shows 

that a collaborative approach can overcome some of the barriers to sustainability reporting 

for local actors; however, further testing is required. 

Keywords: sustainability indicators; collaborative approach; local government; 

regional government 

 

1. Introduction 

Many local government or regional plans have “a sustainable future for our community” as a goal 

or vision. This has been driven in part by Local Agenda 21, which puts a focus on the role of local 

authorities on sustainable development of their communities. Yet few local governments or regions 

have any mechanisms in place to report on or understand how sustainable their community is, 
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particularly in Australia. This is despite the myriad of sustainability indicators, indices and frameworks 

available in the literature (for example Sustainable Cities Index [1], Wellbeing Assessment [2], 

Ecological Footprint [3], An Index of Regional Sustainability (AIRS) [4,5], Environmental Sustainability 

Index [6] and many others). 

There are many reasons that local governments are not using sustainability reporting, including 

issues of capacity of local government [7–11], commitment to sustainability [7,11–14], coordination of 

council departments, policy, tiers of government and agencies [7,15–17], community support for 

sustainability [7,9,11,12,18] and specific issues related to sustainability reporting [19–23] (see Table 1). 

Local governments are overstretched and under resourced, particularly those in rural areas [7],  

and they lack the expertise, skills and knowledge to carry out sustainability initiatives including 

reporting [7,11]. Many also lack commitment to sustainability from senior managers and councilors, 

and thus there is little budget or support for sustainability or environment officers to implement 

sustainability reporting [7,11]. For rural local governments particularly, issues of economic 

development and service provision are seen to be of more concern, and sustainability initiatives are 

seen as a luxury [7]. Furthermore, there is a fear of “radical approaches” such as sustainability or 

climate change policy in Australian many communities [7,12]. On top of this, there are a range of 

issues with sustainability reporting tools and their implementation including the contested nature of 

some indices (i.e., Ecological Footprint), no agreed process or guide on how to report on sustainability, 

lack of locally relevant indicators, and the complexity and lack of transparency of some indices [19,23]. 

Another challenge for local governments wanting to take up sustainability reporting is the lack of 

access to comprehensive databases of environmental and social indicators at the local level to act as 

benchmarks [8,11]. 

One issue for local actors (i.e., decision makers and other stakeholders including local community) 

is the complexity and usability of current sustainability reporting tools. As our understanding of 

sustainability and how to measure it increases, sustainability reporting mechanisms have become 

increasing complex (Figure 1), from simple indicator based reporting to complex indices based on 

statistical analysis of the indicators’ interactions and impact on sustainability. However, the local 

government staff and other regional managers responsible for enhancing community sustainability 

have limited capacity for sustainability reporting. This means that simple indicator-based reporting 

mechanisms are more suitable for local government sustainability reporting. Particularly where 

sustainability reporting is to be used to inform decision making, as more detailed information on key 

aspects of the community are required rather than knowledge about the overall sustainability of the 

community. This helps direct investment to areas that need the most attention to enhance the 

community’s sustainability. 
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Table 1. Australia local governments’ barriers to implementing sustainability (adapted from [7]). 

Theme Barriers References 

Capacity 

Lack of financial resources; 
Lack of expertise, skills and training; 
Limited readily accessible data on ecosystem & community wellbeing; 
Limited political and legislative power of local government; 
Short political cycles making planning problematic and funding sporadic; 
Increase devolution of responsibilities from State and federal governments 
to Local Governments; 
High workloads and portfolios of staff 

[7–11] 

Commitment 

Other priorities seen as more important (i.e., economic and service priorities); 
Pro-development ethos of councils; 
Lack of support from key staff such as mayor, CEO or senior management; 
Lack of support from critical mass of councilors; 
Narrow definition of sustainability (i.e., environment focus); 
Lack of understanding about the link between health of environment & 
economic wellbeing; 
Small to no budgets for sustainability; 
Environmental/sustainability officers not placed in key positions in 
organizational hierarchy; 
Temporary and ad-hoc nature of grants; 
Development of a Sustainability/Environmental Strategy seen as the end point 

[7,11–14] 

Coordination 

Poor coordination between three tiers of government; 
Variable coordination and collaboration between regional and local institutions; 
Lack on integration between agencies; 
Lack of coordination between council departments; 
Lack of understanding of the multiple roles of local government; 
Fragmentation of policy making and implementation 

[7,15–17] 

Community 

Lack of interest in sustainability in community; 
Competing priorities for community; 
Fear of change and approaches seen to be radical; 
Limited resources for community engagement (i.e., time, money, expertise); 
Limited understanding of the need for and benefits of community 
engagement by council staff and elected members; 
Increased work demand on rural people due to factors such as agricultural 
restructuring and drought means less time for community involvement 

[7,9,11,12,18] 

Issues with 
current 

sustainability 
reporting 

tools 

Complexity of sustainability; 
No agreed or consistent approach to development of locally relevant tools; 
Complex measuring process; 
Contested nature of some sustainability tools; 
Existing tools not locally relevant; 
Lack of transparency in some sustainability tools; 
No practical tools that can be used to direct policy and decision making; 
Lack of ownership; 
Confusion with performance indicators; 
Undefined aggregation methods 

[4,19–22] 
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One issue for local actors (i.e., decision makers and other stakeholders including local community) 

is the complexity and usability of current sustainability reporting tools. As our understanding of 

sustainability and how to measure it increases, sustainability reporting mechanisms have become 

increasing complex (Figure 1), from simple indicator based reporting to complex indices based on 

statistical analysis of the indicators’ interactions and impact on sustainability. However, the local 

government staff and other regional managers responsible for enhancing community sustainability 

have limited capacity for sustainability reporting. This means that simple indicator-based reporting 

mechanisms are more suitable for local government sustainability reporting. Particularly where 

sustainability reporting is to be used to inform decision making, as more detailed information on key 

aspects of the community are required rather than knowledge about the overall sustainability of the 

community. This helps direct investment to areas that need the most attention to enhance the 

community’s sustainability. 

Figure 1. The increasing complexity of sustainability reporting mechanisms. 

 

Yet, sustainability is more complex than a simple indicator-based tool can portray. The need to 

develop a tool that reflects the holistic and integrated nature of sustainability has led experts to develop 

indices for monitoring sustainability (e.g., [4,5]) These indices integrate a range of social, economic, 

environmental and institutional indicators based on the indicators impact on sustainability using 

statistical methods to produce a holistic assessment of a community’s sustainability that is based on the 

current understanding of sustainability. However, these attempts to produce a holistic integrated 

sustainability index have produced indices that are increasing complex, lack transparency in how the 

index is produced, and fail to provide information on the community’s sustainability in a way that is 

useful for informing decision making. For example, An Index of Regional Sustainability [4,5]  

which was based on locally relevant indicators, a scientifically robust multi-criteria analysis and 

embedded in sustainability theory, yet 6 years after it was developed it has not been adopted by  

local actors [22]. This means that these indices, although embedded in sustainability theory and 

scientifically sound, are not practical for use by local actors to determine what areas are in most need 

of change to improve the community’s sustainability. 
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Some local governments have attempted to develop sustainability reports for their communities [23–26] 

and others. These are mainly indicator-based reports, similar to performance reports, which provide 

information on progress to targets in the local plan. For example, Frankston City in Victoria, Australia 

has developed a State of City report card using indicators based on the targets from their local  

plan [26]. Since the targets in local plans are not usually based on what will make the community 

sustainable, this type of sustainability report may be telling local actors little about the sustainability of 

their communities. They also have limited ability to inform decision making for sustainability.  

As such, this pragmatic approach to sustainability reporting is also of little use for enhancing 

community sustainability. 

Thus, there is an urgent need to provide local actors with a sustainability reporting tool that is 

theoretically sound, locally relevant and practical for informing decision making. Yet, there is little 

agreement amongst sustainability scientists on the best approach to do this. A recent review of  

31 sustainability reporting projects from around the world provided some insight into why some 

approaches produce tools that are adopted by local actors [19]. The most commonly adopted 

sustainability reporting tools were simple indicator-based frameworks that involved local actors in 

indicator development to ensure local relevance [19]. To increase the rate of adoption of sustainability 

reporting by local governments and regions while still ensuring that the tools used produce information 

about community sustainability, simple indicator-based tools with locally relevant indicators that are 

embedded in sustainability theory are needed. 

With this in mind, the aim of this paper is to argue for and test a collaborative approach to the 

development of a sustainability reporting tool for local governments where local actors and 

sustainability experts work together to produce a reporting tool. The input of local actors will provide 

the local knowledge (i.e., in-depth information about the local area) required to ensure local relevance, 

and the insight to ensure that the tool is practical for them to use for decision making. While 

sustainability experts will be able to ensure that the tool is based on sustainability theory. By having 

local actors involved in all stages of the development of the sustainability reporting tool, this approach 

will also build the sustainability reporting capacity of local actors. As such, this approach will go some 

way to overcome a number of the issues currently stopping local governments from adopting 

sustainability reporting. The next section of this paper describes the collaborative approach. 

2. The Collaborative Approach to Developing Sustainability Reporting Tools 

Based on the findings of the review of the sustainability reporting projects above [19] and building 

on the experience of developing AIRS and the experiences of other authors such as Reed and 

colleagues [27], Bell and Morse [28], Getting Started: A guide to developing regional sustainability 

indicators in Victoria was produced to fill the gap of a lack of guidelines on how to produce a 

sustainability reporting tool [29]. This guide was designed to help guide local governments and regions 

to develop their own sustainability reporting mechanism. Getting Started [30] recommends a 

collaborative approach be used where local actors are involved at a number of points in the 

development of the sustainability report, from developing the vision for the community, to agreeing to 

the criteria (i.e., key issues for the region) and the indicators, and the evaluation and review of the 

resulting tool. It also recommends involving sustainability experts, such as people who have 
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experience using sustainability reporting tools, at each stage of the development to ensure that the tool 

developed is firmly embedded in sustainability theory and scientific knowledge. 

However, this paper argues that to ensure the tool developed meets the needs of local actors, local 

actors also need to be involved in the development of the framework for assessment and the report  

(see Figure 2 for the collaborative approach suggested here). By having them involved in this stage 

local actors can direct how the assessment is carried out and reported so that the information produced 

by the tool provides them with the information they need for decision making. In addition, a  

“how-to-use” guide needs to be produced to provide local actors with instructions on how to carry out 

ongoing sustainability monitoring using the tool produced. This will help to overcome the barrier of 

lack of sustainability reporting capacity of local actors, and make it more likely that ongoing reporting  

will be implemented. 

To determine if this collaborative approach is useful for guiding the development of sustainability 

reporting tools that are locally relevant, theoretically sound and practical, it was tested in South West 

Victoria, Australia, in the Regional Sustainability Indicators Framework for South West Victoria project. 

Figure 2. The collaborative approach to developing sustainability reporting tools. 

 

3. Regional Sustainability Indicators Framework for South West Victoria 

In 2010 six local governments, the local water authority, catchment management authority and  

a local university came together to develop a sustainability report card for the South West region of 

Victoria, Australia. The project, called Regional Sustainability Indicators Framework for South West 

Victoria, aimed to review, establish and communicate an agreed set of sustainability indicators and  

a framework to deliver them for South West Victoria, Australia. The collaborative approach shown in 

Figure 3 was used to guide the development of the sustainability reporting tool (called the Great South 

West Community Report Card) for local government, other stakeholders in the region, including the 

community, to inform change to enhance the sustainability of the region. 
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3.1. Study Area—South West Victoria 

South West Victoria is located in the south western corner of Victoria in south eastern Australia 

(Figure 3). The region covers an area of 26,306 square kilometers with a diverse range of landscapes 

from rugged coastline to the Great Dividing Range, and Grampians and Otway Ranges, Ramsar  

listed wetlands to the western volcanic plains and the Glenelg river system [31]. The population  

was 122,202 in 2011, with small rural towns declining and the major towns of Warrnambool, Portland 

and Hamilton are growing [32]. The region’s economy is dominated by agriculture worth $2 billion  

in gross revenue a year and employing more than twenty percent of the region’s workforce [31]. 

Recently, changes in the types of agricultural activities occurring in the region have seen increases in 

cropping, dairying and timber production. The region’s environment is heavily impacted by land use 

practices including agriculture, industry and urbanization, with a range of issues including soil 

degradation, poor water quality, dryland salinity, loss of biodiversity and ecosystem functioning.  

This is an issue for the economic sustainability of the region due to its dependence on agriculture 

which requires a healthy functioning natural resource base [33]. The region has some commitment to 

sustainability, with the region’s stakeholders, including local government, formed the South West 

Sustainability Partnership to establish a culture of sustainability through management of the 

environmental, economic, social, cultural and heritage resources of the South West [33]. 

Figure 3. Map of South West Victoria, Australia.  
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3.2. Method 

The collaborative approach in Figure 2 was used where staff from local government, catchment 

management authorities, water authority, state government agencies and a local university worked 

together to develop the Great South West Community Report Card. Representatives from each 

organization were on the project executive group, which had decision making and reporting 

responsibilities. A project reference group, made up of experts from a range of areas including 

environmental and community indicator reporting and levels of government, provided expert advice  

at each stage of the development of the tool. There were eight stages of the tool’s development. 

3.2.1. Sustainability Reporting Tool Framework 

A literature review on sustainability theory, sustainability reporting methods, and the key issues for 

sustainability for the region was carried out. This was presented at a half day workshop involving local 

government, state agency, water authority and catchment management authority staff and sustainability 

experts. Then consensus decisions were made based on this literature review, expert advice and local 

actor needs about the vision for South West Victoria, the purpose and audience for the Community 

Report Card, the sustainability model that forms the basis of the Community Report Card, the 

boundary for the assessment and the type of data analysis and reporting. Agreement on the key issues 

listed in the literature review was also sort. This then formed the framework for the sustainability 

report card. 

3.2.2. Agreed Indicator Set 

Indicators were chosen through a series of stakeholder and community engagement processes 

including an online survey for stakeholders, a telephone survey for community, and a workshop with 

potential end users including local government, regional managers and state government [34]. 

The stakeholder and community surveys were largely identical, with both asking participants about 

their understanding of sustainability and what things they felt should be used to measure the 

sustainability of the region (see [34] for further details). The stakeholder survey was sent to a list of the 

region’s stakeholders who were known to the researcher or had been involved in the recent regional 

planning process. Fifty-three completed surveys were received from stakeholders from a wide range of 

sectors. The community survey was carried out by telephone using a random sample of phone numbers 

in south west region. There were 286 responses from across the region this produced a margin of error 

for the results of ±5.8 percentage points with a 95% confidence level, which means the results 

represent the views of the population 19 times out of 20. 

The data from both surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics to determine the measures 

most commonly suggested by both groups of respondents. A list of most commonly suggested 

indicators was produced. This was sent to sustainability experts and the project reference group to 

provide advice to the local actors about the suitability of the indicators. 

A half day workshop was then held with local actors to come to an agreement on the indicators.  

The list of commonly suggested indicators, the feedback from experts and the project reference group, 

and the indicators recommended in Getting Started to be included in all indicator sets to enable 
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comparisons between areas, were considered for inclusion. Consensus decisions were made about the 

inclusion of each indicator based on its fit into the framework’s sustainability model to make sure the 

indicator set would actually measure sustainability and the following list of criteria for sustainability 

indicators from Getting Started ([29], pp. 47–48): 

(1) Is the indicator: 

 Relevant and valuable to the region (i.e., tells us about a key issue)? 

 Easily understood by the average person? 

 Appropriate for the regional/local government scale? 

(2) Will the indicator: 

 Flag dangerous or irreversible problems? 

 Measure progress to achieving our sustainability vision? 

 Provide information in the future? 

(3) Can the indicator be: 

 Acted on by regional community or authorities? 

 Easily measured? 

 Measured repeatedly with confidence in the result?  

 Fit with other reporting in the region (such as State of the Environment reporting)? 

(4) What are the indicators main limitations? 

3.2.3. Evaluation of Indicators 

Each of the indicators in the agreed list was evaluated for use for monitoring the region’s 

sustainability. This included determining: 

 An appropriate measure for the indicator 

 Whether data was available for the measure for all Council areas in the region 

 If the methods used for data collection were valid and reliable methods 

 Whether the data was comparable across data collection years (i.e., were the same methods used 

for each year?) 

 If and when the next data collection will be carried out 

 Methods for data analysis based on sustainability theory, including methods for new indices 

where no current measures or methods were available 

Then a method for aggregation of the indicator data that was transparent, easy to understand and 

based on sustainability theory was developed for the Community Report Card. Data aggregation was 

requested by the local actors to enable comparisons of relative sustainability across the local 

government areas. Also, to fully understand the sustainability of a community a holistic integrated 

assessment is required [35]. To produce a holistic integrated index of relative sustainability it was 

decided that an aggregation method based on the Wellbeing Assessment [2] should be developed, as 

this method directly related to the sustainability model chosen for the framework for this tool.  

In addition, it would further embed the assessment in sustainability theory producing a holistic 
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integrated index of sustainability. However, to do this indicator weightings need to be developed based 

on current scientific understanding of the most important indicators for the region’s sustainability or  

by using statistical methods. Time and resource constraints prevented this step from occurring, but it 

has been flagged for future editions of the Community Report Card. Instead a simple ranking system 

was used where the local government area with the best condition for a particular indicator was given a 

score of 6 and the local government area with the worst was given a score of 1. This only included 

indicators that had data available for all six local government areas, and “double-counting” of 

indicators was avoided. Similar to the Wellbeing Assessment, the ranks were summed for the 

indicators of the two systems identified in the framework’s sustainability model—the human and 

ecosystem—to produce a Human Wellbeing and Ecosystem Wellbeing score. These “scores” were 

then added together to produce the Overall Score, which forms a relative sustainability index. 

3.2.4. Draft Reports 

Three report versions were developed based on what the local actors had described during the 

framework workshop (Stage 1) and based on a review of how others have reported on sustainability 

indicators [36]. The draft reports were then presented to the local actors at a workshop for direct 

feedback, and sent to all stakeholders identified in Stage 2 with an online feedback form. All feedback 

on the look, analysis and information contained in the draft reports was collated for Stage 4. 

3.2.5. Finalization of the Reports 

The feedback from Stage 4 was used to refine and change the draft reports to produce the final 

Community Report Card. 

3.2.6. How-to-Use Guide 

A how-to-use guide was developed to provide step-by-step instructions on how to use the 

sustainability monitoring tool for ongoing monitoring. Templates, data analysis methods and links to 

data custodians were included to make it as easy as possible for local actors to adopt the tool. 

3.2.7. Communication Locally, Statewide and Nationally 

The findings of the Community Report Card were communicated locally, statewide and nationally 

using a range of tailored communication types, including a launch of the Community Report Card  

to the local community, conference presentations and seminar presentations to local and state government. 

3.2.8. Evaluation of the Tool and the Project 

The Great South West Community Report Card was evaluated by local actors in two processes.  

At the Launch of the Community Report Card using a “dartboard evaluation” where participants were 

asked to stick dots on the “dartboard” in the area that reflects their thoughts on each criterion to be 

evaluated (i.e., “missed the mark” on the outside of the dartboard, “met expectations” inside the first 

circle and “exceeded expectations” on the inside circle—see Figure 4). The criteria used for this 

dartboard were: 
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 Provides useful information on sustainability 

 Useful for informing decision making 

 Useful for raising community awareness  

 Quality of the launch 

In addition to the dashboard evaluation, an online survey was carried out to evaluate the project and 

the Community Report Card. The survey was emailed to all stakeholders identified in Stage 2 and 

those who had been involved in the project. The survey asked a range of questions about the  

quality and usefulness of the Community Report Card and its potential for use in the region in the 

future (see [37] for further details). Twenty people participated in the dartboard and survey evaluation. 

Data was analyzed using thematic analysis for qualitative data and descriptive statistics for  

quantitative data. 

Figure 4. Dartboard for evaluation of the Great South West Community Report Card [37,38]. 

 

4. Results: The Great South West Community Report Card 

This section describes the results of the collaborative approach in terms of the framework 

developed, agreed indicators, Great South West Community Report Card, and the evaluation of the 

Community Report Card and the overall project. 

4.1. Framework for the Great South West Community Report Card 

In Stage 1, the local actors agreed to the framework for the Great South West Community Report 

Card, including the vision, purpose, audience, sustainability model, boundary for assessment, data 

analysis and aggregation, reporting styles and key issues. The vision for South West Victoria was 

based on the visions already included in the region’s local government environment or sustainability 

strategies and the regional plan. The vision adopted for the Great South West Community Report  

Card was: 
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“The Great South West is a great place to live, work and visit with great lifestyle choices. 

We are happy, healthy and well educated, and engaged in a thriving, multifaceted and 

resilient economy with a focus on ‘clean green’ goods. We value our environment and act 

together to ensure a healthy and beautiful environment for our community, and its visitors, 

to enjoy now and into the future” [39]. 

The purpose for the Great South West Community Report Card was: 

“To report on the sustainability of the region to Local Governments, local organizations, 

industry and community enabling informed decision making to enhance the  

region’s sustainability”. 

As such, the Community Report Card will be a tool to inform all stakeholders about the 

sustainability of the region, at the indicator scale and overall sustainability scale, with links into local 

government and regional planning. It will highlight aspects of the region that need attention to achieve 

the region’s vision of sustainability to inform decision making and drive change in the region. 

The primary audience identified for the sustainability report card is local governments and the 

region’s management group (called the Great South Coast Group). The secondary audience is the 

region’s institutions and managers including water and catchment managers, industry and businesses, 

and state government. The tertiary audience is the community of South West Victoria. 

The sustainability model chosen by local actors to underpin the framework for the sustainability 

report card is the human-ecosystem linked model [40] (Figure 5). This model was chosen to represent 

sustainability in South West Victoria as it describes sustainability as the “continuous support of  

human quality of life within a region’s [or local area’s] ecological carrying capacity” ([40], p. 511) 

demonstrating the dependence of the human system on the natural system and the interaction  

between the two systems. This model helps the community visualise and understand their role in the 

sustainability of their community. 

Figure 5. Human-ecosystem linked model of sustainability, the basis of the framework for 

South West Victoria (adapted from [40]). 

 

The boundary for the sustainability report was defined as the boundary of the six local governments 

that make up the South West region of Victoria (called here Great South West): Glenelg Shire Council, 

Southern Grampians Shire Council, Moyne Shire Council, Warrnambool City Council, Corangamite 
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Shire Council and Colac Otway Shire Council (Figure 3). The sustainability assessment was reported 

at the local government scale. 

Comparisons between local government areas can push competition and drive change, as has been 

seen with the Sustainable Cities Index in the United Kingdom (UK) where communities aim to 

improve their ranking in the index (i.e., Newcastle) [1]. The stakeholders agreed that the Great South 

West Community Report Card should include an index similar to that of AIRS [4] previously 

developed for the region and the Wellbeing Assessment [2]. However, as already stated, an index 

based on the ranking of local government areas for each indicator was used for the first edition  

of the Community Report Card. 

It was decided that there will be three reporting styles for the Community Report Card, each with a 

different purpose. These are: 

 A report card called The Great South West Community Report Card designed to provide a quick 

snapshot of the sustainability of the region 

 A technical report containing all the data and analysis, including trend and condition, as well as 

information on the links to sustainability and the key issues of the region to provide an evidence 

base for decision makers 

 An online interactive indicator report with all the indicator data which can be updated when new 

data becomes available for up-to-date information. 

The key issues for the region were identified from the regional plan, local government plans and the 

AIRS assessment. These were presented to the local actors for confirmation with the agreed list shown 

in Table 2. 

Table 2. The key issues for the Great South West community [39]. 

Key Issues 

Degradation of natural ecosystems health and functioning; 
Changes in population; 
Impacts on economic wellbeing including labor and skills shortages and ability to retain staff; 
Community wellbeing issues such as violent crime, family violence, health and resilience; 
Climate change impacts on the region; 
Services and infrastructure provision issues; 
Lack of strong regional planning and resultant land use change impacts; 
Resource issues including water, green energy, organic waste, food security, community capacity and education 

4.2. Indicators for the Great South West Community Report Card 

The local actors agreed to 27 indicators for inclusion in the Great South West Community  

Report Card. These indicators, presented in Table 3, cover human and ecosystem health and wellbeing 

based on the sustainability model, and the key issues for the region. 



Sustainability 2014, 6 3158 

 

 

Table 3. Indicators, measures and notes on further investigation required for the Great 

South West Community Report Card [41]. 

System/key issue Indicator Measure 

Ecosystem wellbeing   

Ecosystem health  
and functioning 

Condition of parks and 
reserves 

No data available 

Condition of native vegetation Ratio of land with high to low natural values 

Health of waterways 
Index of Stream Condition: percent good to 
excellent ratings 

Health of waterways 
Index of Wetland Condition: percent good to 
excellent ratings 

Health of waterways Index of Estuarine Condition 

Soil Health Susceptibility to water erosion (% land area) 

Status of flora and fauna Average number of threatened flora species 

Status of flora and fauna Average number of threatened fauna species 

Climate Change 

Average streamflows compared 
to historical average 

Average streamflow: percent of historical 
streamflow 

Household energy use Energy use per household (GJ) 

Vulnerability Index to  
climate change 

Vulnerability of Communities Index 
(includes dependence on agriculture, number of 
dependent/vulnerable people and exposure to 
climate change impacts such as high temperatures, 
changed rainfall patterns, frosts and sea level rise) 

Vulnerability Index to  
climate change impacts 

Biodiversity vulnerability: Number of high to very 
high risk ratings 

Waste management 

Waste to landfill from 
households 

Waste generated per household (kg) 

Waste recycling rate  
of households 

Percent waste recycled 

Human Wellbeing   

Community 
Wellbeing 

Community Wellbeing Index 

Community Strength Index 
(includes amenity, ability to get help, community 
participation and selected outcomes, e.g., safety, 
diversity and feeling valued by society) 

Volunteer rate Percent of people who volunteer 

Education levels attained 
Percent 25+ year olds with a non-school 
qualification 

Demographic change Net migration 

Demographic change Population change (%) 

Demographic change Change in age structure (%) 

Participation rates of  
young people 

Percent of 15–19 year olds fully engaged in work 
or study (%) 

Participation rates of  
young people 

Percent of 15–19 year olds not engaged in work or 
study (%) 

Participation rates of  
young people 

Percent of 15–19 year olds employed full-time 
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Table 3. Cont. 

System/key issue Indicator Measure 

 

Participation rates of young people Percent of 15–19 year olds studying or part-time work 

Number of cultural, sporting, 
recreation, arts and craft events 
and local food markets 

Participated in Arts and Related Activities in the 
Last Month (%) 

Number of cultural, sporting, 
recreation, arts and craft events 
and local food markets 

Opportunities to Participate in Arts and  
Related Activities (%) 

Violent crime rates 
Crimes against the person rate  
per 100,000 population 

Economic 
wellbeing 

Unemployment rate Percent of labour force unemployed 

Employment diversity Number of sectors with 5% of workforce 

Healthy lifestyles 

Health Index 

Health Index 
(includes smoking, psychological distress,  
alcohol consumption, obesity, consumption  
of fruit and vegetables and physical activity) 

An index of sustainable lifestyles 

Sustainable Lifestyles Index 
(includes shower time, plastic bag use packaging 
choice, power use, buying local, growing own 
food, red meat consumption, composting, and 
transport use) 

Regional planning 

Land use change vs.  
land suitability 

No method or data available 

Implementation of 
environmental/sustainability 
strategy actions 

No data available 

Roads and transport 
Access to public transport Percent who live close to public transport 

Road condition and maintenance No data available 

Access to services 
Access to healthcare 

Access to hospital services in local area  
(self-sufficiency) 

Access to healthcare General practitioners per 1,000 population 

Affordability 

Housing affordability 
Percent households with housing costs 30%  
or more of gross income 

Housing affordability 
Percent of renters with renting costs 30%  
or more of gross income 

Housing affordability 
Percent purchasers with mortgage costs 30%  
or more of gross income 

VAMPIRE Index 

VAMPIRE Index: vulnerability to mortgage,  
oil and inflation stress 
(includes percent people working who undertook 
a journey to work by car; percent households with 
2 or more cars; median weekly household income; 
and percent dwellings being purchased) 
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An extensive search was carried out to find data for all indicators; however some of the indicators 

had no appropriate measures with data available. As such they were not included in the 2011 

Community Report Card. These indicators were the condition of parks and reserves, Index of  

Estuarine Condition, road condition and maintenance, land use compared to suitability and 

implementation of environmental strategies. They have been flagged for further investigation for future 

Community Report Cards. 

Due to limited data available, a number of indicators, including status of flora and fauna, soil 

health, and number of cultural, sporting, recreation, arts and craft events and local markets have been 

based on measures that are not the most ideal for that indicator. That is, they only provide part of the 

story about the indicator’s condition. They were included in the full report to provide some insight into 

the condition of the indicator. These indicators have also been flagged for further investigation. 

The validity of using the indicators for measuring sustainability was checked via both the use of 

sustainability experts to assist in choosing indicators for the region as well as a review of whether the 

indicators had been used for sustainability reporting previously. Each of the indicators in the 

Community Report Card was being used in other sustainability, environmental and wellbeing 

assessments in Victoria, Australian and around the world. Only using indicators that sustainability 

experts agreed were valid for sustainability reporting that have also been used in other sustainability 

reports ensured the indicators were based on current sustainability knowledge providing validity to the 

indicators used in the Community Report Card. The reliability of indicators was checked through  

the data collection process, including examining the method used for collection, the boundaries used 

year to year and the pre-existing arrangements to continue to collect indicator data. Only indicators 

that had reliable data were included. 

4.3. The Great South West Community Report Card 

The Great South West Community Report Card assesses the sustainability of the six Local 

Government areas in South West Victoria using the agreed indicators (Table 3). Current condition and 

trend data, where available, was collected for each indicator. The most recent data were compared 

across the local government areas, and to the average for South West Victoria and the Victorian 

average, where available. Trends were also described, using graphs, for those indicators that had  

data available over multiple years. A target was set for each indicator from the literature, current policy 

or the benchmark of the most recent data for Victoria, if no other target was available. 

The current condition of each indicator for each local government area was ranked against the 

condition of the other local government areas to produce an Ecosystem Wellbeing, Human Wellbeing 

and Overall Score for each local government. These scores were then used to make comparisons across 

the local government areas. The Ecosystem Wellbeing and Human Wellbeing scores were mapped to 

show how the six local government areas compare, where darker colours (green for Ecosystem 

Wellbeing and orange for Human Wellbeing) indicate a higher score and a more sustainable area. 

Narratives of each local government area’s condition based on indicator condition and Overall Score 

were then developed to tell a story of the area’s condition. 

This information was then used to produce the three versions of the Great South West Community 

Report Card. The Technical Report contains all indicator data at the local government and regional 
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scale including trends, current condition, comparisons across local governments and with the Victorian 

average and target (see Figure 6). It also includes detailed information about the indicator, such as its 

relation to the key issue and sustainability, the data source, and methods used to collect and analyze the 

data. The technical report provides all the information decision makers need about each indicator to 

inform their decision making. 

The two page Community Report Card shows maps of the ecosystem and human wellbeing,  

based on the current condition of each indicator, for each Local Government area with the narratives 

on the front page (see Figure 7). The back page of the Community Report Card has a table of  

the indicator condition and rank for each local government area, providing a quick comparison of  

each local government area’s condition. The Online Community Indicator Report (Figure 8—see [30]) 

includes the indicator condition across the local government areas in a map, bar graph and time series 

graph using InstantAtlas software. A table also displays indicator condition, rank, target, Victorian 

average, trend (where data was available) and a condition scale showing poor, medium and good 

condition based on literature, where available, or the Victorian average. The Online Community 

Indicators Report is interactive enabling comparisons of indicator condition across the Council areas in 

South West Victoria. 

Figure 6. Example of the Technical Report Card [41]. 
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Figure 7. Great South West Community Report Card 2011 [42].  

 

Figure 8. Online Community Indicators Report [30]. 

 

A Guide to the Community Report Card was also developed which includes the process for 

updating the Community Report Card annually or biannually, and how to use it to inform decision 

making. This Guide is designed to provide all the information needed to ensure the Community Report 
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Card becomes a useful tool for the community of the South West, including data sources, templates, 

and instructions for data analysis [36]. It has five parts as shown in Figure 9. 

Figure 9. The five parts of the Guide to the Community Report Card [36]. 

 

4.4. Evaluation of the Great South West Community Report Card 

The dartboard evaluation from the Launch of the Great South West Community Report Card 2011 

showed that the majority of people felt that the Community Report Card “exceeded expectations”  

in terms of its ability to provide useful information about sustainability, for decision making and 

raising community awareness. Comments from local actors that demonstrate this positive response to 

the Community Report Card were, “visuals are useful—graphs, maps and tables”, “the Community 

Report Card is great” and it is a “quick stats reference”. 

The survey evaluation also found that the majority of people felt that the Community Report Card 

could be a useful tool for the region for reporting on sustainability, raising community awareness about 

sustainability and informing decision making to enhance the region’s sustainability, with one person 

stating that it provides “a comparative resource to discuss community and environmental wellbeing 

between participating shires”. The usefulness and practicality of the Community Report Card is 

summed up by this participant’s comment: 

“The Report Card brings together a range of valuable indicative information not otherwise 

normally conveniently available in one place. While there are no empirical absolutes about 

many of the measures their value will assume greatest value for sustainability when the data 

collection is repeated annually or biannually over an extended period of time. An evaluation 

5 to 10 times over, say, a 10 year period (when the impact of minor annual variability will 

start to fade) will be of great value in identifying successful and/or problem areas of both 

environmental and social sustainability.” 

The things people liked about the Community Report Card included “the simplicity of the final one 

page report and the comprehensive final document covering findings and methodology”, “the 

accessibility of the information”, “the repeatability of the assessment”, “provides an accessible report 

tool that doesn't require a high level of technical knowledge by reading audiences”, its usefulness  
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in directing regional strategy and the public profile that could be created using the Community  

Report Card results. 

However, one person felt that the Community Report Card was “not a holistic representation of the 

Great South West”. There was also some criticism about the ranking aggregation method used in the 

Community Report Card. One person felt that it is “meaningless to aggregate” ecosystem and human 

wellbeing indicators, while others felt that the ranking method did not add any useful value to the 

Community Report Card and that the comparative ranking did not produce “a fair assessment”. 

However, some people felt that the comparative ranking could motivate local governments to improve 

areas where they are underperforming. As such, further investigation is required to determine the 

impact that the ranking has on local government action. 

To gauge the early adoption of the Community Report Card around the region, participants were 

asked if they or their organization have, or will, use the Community Report Card to inform decision 

making or planning. One organization plans to use the Community Report Card for future funding 

applications, while the majority of respondents were unsure, or have not used it yet. Only one person 

said “No” suggesting that most participants felt that they could use it in the future, even if they were 

not sure how they would use it. There was also some concern that there would not be ongoing 

implementation of the Community Report Card and that there is a need for “great effort put in to 

regional planning” in the region of which this would form the basis. However, further evaluation is 

required to determine the level of adoption and use. 

5. Implications of Using a Collaborative Approach to Develop a Sustainability Reporting Tool 

The ability to monitor the sustainability of your community is vital for decision makers at the local 

and regional scale to provide them with an evidence base for policy and programs designed to  

enhance the community’s sustainability or address key sustainability issues. Despite the number of 

sustainability indicators, tools and indices available, few have been adopted at the local or regional 

scale ([19] and others). This is due to a number of issues, including capacity of local governments, 

local government and community’s commitment to sustainability, lack of coordination between tiers of 

government or policy, and a range of issues with sustainability reporting tools. This paper tested a 

collaborative approach designed to overcome some of these issues, including lack of capacity of staff, 

lack of local relevance of the off-the-shelf sustainability tools and indicators, and the lack of 

practicality of many sustainability monitoring tools for informing decision making. The approach 

included local actors and sustainability experts working together to develop a sustainability reporting 

tool. The idea being that by working together, local actors can learn more about sustainability and 

sustainability reporting from the experts whose sustainability knowledge provides the theoretical basis 

for the tool. Also, the local actors provide their knowledge of the local system, its community and 

environment, which is invaluable to making the sustainability reporting locally relevant [43]. 

Furthermore, the input from local actors makes sure the tool is practical for them to use for informing 

decision making. 

For South West Victoria, this approach worked to produce a locally relevant tool that local actors 

felt was practical for their use, as it provided information about the key issues for the sustainability of 

the region. Both the community and stakeholder surveys and the workshop where agreement was 
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gained on the indicators were key steps for achieving this local relevance. This process made sure 

indicators were relevant to the region and could provide valuable information about the key issues for 

the sustainability of the region. The importance of community consultation throughout the process of 

developing a sustainability reporting tool, such as that used here, is well documented in the literature. 

Not only is local actor input at the indicator development stage essential to produce a locally relevant 

sustainability reporting tool [19,28], it also produces a sense of ownership of the tool, and provides 

credibility, transparency and robustness to the tool [20]. This makes it more likely that the tool 

produced will be accepted and used by the local actors [44]. 

The input of local actors throughout the process was invaluable for making the tool practical, as 

their input into the methods used for aggregation and reporting made sure the tool was practical for 

them to use for decision making. For example, local actors expressed their need for a sustainability 

report that provided information on individual indicator performance to direct decision making in their 

community, as such the condition and trend for each indicator were presented in the Community 

Report Card. Thus, the collaborative approach helped ensure that the tool was practical for local 

actors’ purposes.  

The use of experts in this process kept the focus on sustainability throughout the process, ensuring 

that each indicator would provide some information about the sustainability of the region and that the 

assessment was based on the sustainability model in Figure 5. As such, the use of experts ensured the 

tool was embedded in sustainability theory producing a holistic sustainability tool that assesses both 

human and ecosystem wellbeing. The methods used for data analysis and aggregation were based on 

methods developed and used by others ([2,45,46] and others), while the indicators used have also been 

used by others for understanding sustainability, community or ecosystem wellbeing. Further, the 

targets used to provide a benchmark for understanding the region’s sustainability were based on 

literature and expert opinion. All of this means that the tool is not only locally relevant but also 

embedded in sustainability theory and scientifically robust. 

By involving local actors in the development of the sustainability tool, the sustainability reporting 

capacity of local decision makers increases. This was demonstrated here where the evaluation survey 

showed that participants of the project had increased their understanding and knowledge of 

sustainability indicators and reporting [37]. This was to be expected with many authors (such  

as [27,28]) also finding that by having the local actors involved in the process, their knowledge of 

sustainability and sustainability reporting increased. As such, the results of this study suggest that  

a collaborative approach, like the one used here, will increase the sustainability reporting capacity of 

local actors helping them overcome one of the barriers to adoption of sustainability reporting. 

Therefore, this study has shown that a collaborative approach that involves local actors at all stages 

in the tool development and focuses on developing a sustainability monitoring tool that matches the 

capacity of the local actors is able to produce a tool that is locally relevant, practical and theoretically 

sound (see Figure 10). However, the success of using this approach in South West Victoria may have 

been contributed to in part by the fact that the region has had a sustainability focus for over a decade. 

There was also support from local actors for the development of a sustainability reporting tool for the 

region (see [47]). If this approach was used elsewhere, it may not be as successful without some local 

actors passionate about sustainability and sustainability reporting and an environment open to the use 
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of sustainability reporting in local and regional management. As such, the approach needs to be tested 

in other contexts to verify the results of this study. 

There are a number of limitations to this approach for developing a sustainability reporting tool. 

There needs to be some level of support and commitment from the local actors, including the local 

government, its staff, councilors and senior management, and other local or regional management 

organizations for a project to develop a sustainability reporting tool to begin. Also, as the process takes 

time (i.e., this project took 2 years to complete) and effort, there needs to be some people passionate 

about sustainability reporting involved to ensure the project produces a sustainability reporting tool.  

In addition, where the capacity of local actors is low (due to being time, knowledge or resource poor) 

and there is a large turnover of staff the ability to run such a collaborative approach may be limited. 

This was demonstrated in this study where there was difficulty getting people involved due to lack of 

time, and staff turnover meant that the person involved in the project from certain organizations 

changed a number of times during the life of the project. 

Figure 10. The collaborative approach to developing practical and theoretically sound. 

 

Furthermore, without the support of state or federal government funding, local actors will continue 

to lack the funding to ensure that any sustainability reporting tool developed can be used for ongoing 

monitoring. This is because many local actors, particularly those in regional and rural areas, have 

limited funds to spread across a range of services, and sustainability is still not seen as a priority, 

particularly for local governments who would be one of the best custodians for a sustainability 

reporting tool. This is because concerns about economic development are more immediate and 

pressing for local governments, and there is little support from communities for sustainability [7,9]. 
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Across the world, many local and regional governments are implementing policy and programs to 

address key issues in their community to improve the community’s sustainability. However, without  

a sustainability monitoring tool that provides trend and condition information on the key issues for the 

sustainability of the community, it is difficult to determine if any of the policies and programs are 

having a positive impact on community sustainability. However, due to a range of issues, many local 

and regional governments do not have ongoing sustainability monitoring. This paper has demonstrated 

that a collaborative approach to the development of a sustainability reporting tool that involves local 

actors and sustainability reporting experts working together is able to overcome some of the challenges 

for sustainability reporting. In doing so, it is able to produce a locally relevant, practical and 

theoretically sound sustainability monitoring tool when there is support from local actors for 

sustainability reporting. 
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