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Disclaimer

In a multi-stakeholder consultation facilitated by the United Nations Environment Programme, a
number of groups (including representatives from non-governmental organisations, labour unions,
research institutes and national governments) provided comments on a preliminary draft of this
report prepared by the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA), at the request of
UNEP. The report was then revised, benefiting from stakeholder perspectives and input. The views
expressed in the report remain those of the authors, and do not necessarily reflect the views of
the United Nations Environment Programme or the individuals and organisations that participated
in the consultation. Exceptionally, the consultation process for this report was carried out via e-mail
due to time constraints.
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Foreword
The global accountancy profession occupies 
an important position in world trade –
providing the universal ‘language of business’
(the language of bottom lines, gearing and
payback) and at the same time acting as an
independent referee as to the truth and
fairness of published financial statements and
the impartiality of public offer documents.

But many people, including many in the
profession itself, still see accounting and
accountants as remote from any possible
contact with the notions of corporate social
responsibility and sustainable development.
At a recent ceremony in London, where 
my own body, the Association of Chartered
Certified Accountants (ACCA), was presented
with the prestigious Queen’s Award for
Enterprise, the presenting official, the Lord
Lieutenant of London, when told I was leading
ACCA’s social and environmental initiatives
asked in surprise ‘what has the accounting
profession got to do with the environment?’
He was serious.

In reading this report it is important to note
that it has not been endorsed by either the
International Federation of Accountants (IFAC)
or the International Accounting Standards
Board (IASB), the major representative and
standard setting bodies for the profession.
Nevertheless it has been written by an
accounting insider, someone who has been
intimately involved with the development of
‘green accounting’, and the review process the
report has undergone indicates broad support
from other involved organisations for the
conclusions reached.

The report tries to throw a new light on 
the accounting profession and on accounting
professionals, by detailing the work that has
been done since the early-1990s in terms of
identifying the roles and responsibilities of the
profession, in terms firstly of environmental
issues and latterly in response to the broader
sustainability imperative 

In common, I suspect, with other reports 
in this series, the results are neither half as 
bad as we feared, nor half as good as we had
originally hoped. And even if we had done all
we had been implored to do we would still
not be in a position to say ‘that’s it, job done’
because sustainability doesn’t work like that.
In the course of researching this report I 
came across the quote below which perfectly
exemplifies the intangible and frustrating
nature of the sustainability debate.

For those involved with environmental
accounting from the inside, the path from
1992 to 2002 has been an interesting one.
It is like a track that started out from well
outside the conventional City of Accounting,
but eventually it became a road leading to the
City’s main gates. In the next few years, we
shall see if the City fathers have the courage
to open up those gates and embrace the
sustainability debate in the fullest sense.

‘Sustainability is an ideal end-state. Like democracy, it is a lofty ideal whose perfect realisation
eludes us. For this reason, there will always be competing definitions of sustainability.We know
these definitions will always include the well-being of people, nature, our economy and our social
institutions, working together effectively over the long-term. But as the process of attempting to
achieve sustainability will continuously reveal new challenges and questions – pushing back the
horizons as it were – a definitive definition is impossible.’(1)
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