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Abstract

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development challenged the international community to adopt practices aimed at sustainable development. Canada responded to this challenge by establishing the Commission for the Environment and Sustainable Development. All federal departments were subsequently mandated by the Auditor General to include a sustainable development strategy (SDS) alongside their plans and priorities, encouraging sustainable development to be a prime consideration when carrying out all departmental policy activities and programs. Since then, most federal departments have adopted the practice of creating SDSs. 

However, it is important to investigate whether these strategies are actually being effectively implemented. Successful implementation requires the development of appropriate indicators of sustainability in order to set and measure desired goals and targets. This can be challenging as sustainable development goals are largely qualitative, thereby increasing the difficulty of establishing appropriate indicators. Furthermore, for indicators to be truly “sustainable”, environmental, economic and social factors must all be taken into consideration. This process can be quite complex, and therefore is often neglected. The inability to establish accurate indicators can prevent the measurement of progress and hinder the achievement of sustainable development goals. 

In this paper, the SDSs of three federal departments – Environment Canada, the Department of Finance, and Health Canada – are evaluated as to whether appropriate indicators have been developed, and if those indicators are truly “sustainable”. Observations are made as to general weaknesses demonstrated throughout the federal government due to a lack of governance and cohesive action for sustainable development. Finally, policy recommendations are developed as to how the government can more effectively achieve sustainable development goals and make a significant contribution to this important international effort. 

What Is “Sustainable Development”?

Sustainable Development encourages the creation of policy that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It requires consideration of the current and long-term implications of society’s actions, including consequences arising through the interaction of the environment, society, and the economy.  While sustainability has traditionally been associated with policies related to environment – for example, the conservation, preservation and sustainable use of water, air, soil, forestry, land and wildlife systems (Burton) – it in fact entails much more. Beyond actions, the achievement of sustainable development requires a cognizance of and willingness to adapt a new means of accounting for the state of well-being of both the planet and its citizens. This proposed new means of accounting recognizes the fact that many indicators which are negatively related to sustainable development are positively related to GDP. For instance, when pollution makes people sick, the cost of their medical care is added to the GDP; when insurance companies repair or replace billions of dollars worth of property because of violent weather events, the GDP increases. In short, many outputs and activities which contribute to the GDP are mistaken as being indicators of “progress” when in fact, they decrease the well-being of individuals and/or the environment. Moreover, sustainable development accounts for the value of volunteer and unpaid work, leisure time, and natural resources – outputs and activities which increase well-being, and are indicators of progress, but which are not counted in the GDP (Joe Jordan). 

How Can Sustainable Development Be Achieved?
The requisite awareness, willingness and vision necessary for sustainable development typically comes from leaders looking to participate in the development of values and principles that may guide sustainable development, including how it can be both achieved and accounted for. In all practicality, however, mobilizing such vision into actions requires money and power. Political leaders are thus perfect candidates for leading the sustainability movement, as they have access to both financial resources and the public eye. Indeed, members of government in positions of institutional power have much influence, and the opportunity to promote lasting cultural change – a necessity, if sustainable development is to be realized. 
Many international bodies have recognized the need to introduce goals related to sustainable development. In 2000, the United Nations formed a partnership with the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development to identify and promote a set of seven agreed international goals for sustainable human development. These goals were set with the intention to address and improve upon the state of poverty, education, gender equality, infant and child mortality, maternal mortality, reproductive health, and environment. Recognizing the interdependence of such goals, the partners have stated that action is needed on all goals simultaneously if they are to be effective. They also state that not only are the goals achievable, but many countries are already making good progress towards them (UNESCO). 
Unquestionably, achieving sustainable development must come at some cost. However, to the extent that some may have reservations about sustainable development and whether the world can afford to pursue it, those same individuals must ask themselves whether the world – and future generations – can afford not to pursue sustainability. The World Game Institute (an American a not-for-profit educational and research organization) has estimated that the annual cost of significant progress on eighteen different dimensions of the aforementioned seven goals would be less than one-third of the world's total military expenditure each year (UNESCO).
Measuring Sustainable Development
Performance measurement assists decision-makers and the public in defining social goals, linking them to clear objectives and targets, and assessing progress toward meeting those targets. It provides an empirical and numerical basis for evaluating performance, for calculating the impact of our activities on the environment and society, and for connecting past and present activities to attain future goals. Measuring sustainable development makes it possible for social and environmental goals to become integrated into discussion of everyday political and economic issues.
Undeniably, the establishment of sustainable development indicators can prove extremely challenging. Whereas there are common characteristics to all effective performance measurement indicators (e.g. indicators are relevant, easy to understand, reliable and based on accessible data), as earlier discussed, sustainable development is unique insofar as it calls for a new method of accounting for the state of well-being of both the planet and its citizens. Accordingly, sustainable development strategies – and thus, performance measurement indicators – differ from those in more traditional domains (i.e. areas assessed independently of one another, such as health). Indicators of a sustainable community point to areas where the links between the economy, environment and society are weak. They enable one to see where problem areas lie, and show how such problems might be remedied.

Sustainable Development Indicators vs. Traditional Indicators

Indicators of sustainability are different from traditional indicators which measure environmental, economic and/or social progress in separate spheres. That is, whereas traditional indicators -- such as stockholder profits, asthma rates, and water quality -- measure changes in one part of a community as if they were entirely independent of the other parts, sustainability indicators reflect the reality that the three different segments are very tightly interconnected, as shown in the figure below:
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Source: Maureen Hart 
As this figure illustrates, the green, ecological base provides the materials for production (purple – economic pillar) on which jobs and stockholder profits depend. Jobs affect components of the social pillar (e.g. the poverty rate), which is related to other social components (e.g. crime). Similarly, air quality, water quality and materials used for production have an effect on health, which may impact employees’ health and productivity levels, and thus the economical pillar. In short, the examples of the interdependency between pillars are endless. The point is that the pillars should not be considered – nor measured – in isolation from one another.
Thus, if sustainability requires an integrated view of the world, indicators should also reflect more than just one of the aforementioned pillars. For example, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is conventional indicator which measures the amount of money being spent in a country. Traditionally, the GDP has been regarded as a reputable measure of a country's economic well-being (i.e. the more money being spent, the higher the GDP and the better the overall economic well-being was assumed to be). However, the fact that the GDP is a relatively superficial indicator has been ignored. For instance, a ten-car pileup on the highway – which may see people suffer from injuries and/or rising insurance rates, among other things –  the GDP nevertheless goes up because of the money spent on medical fees and repair costs. Thus, as an indicator isolated from social well-being, it ostensibly appears as though there has been progress. On the other hand, if ten people decide not to buy cars and instead walk to work, their health and wealth may increase but the GDP goes down. From a performance measurement standpoint, it appears as though performance has been regressive.
A new method of accounting which would provide indicators considering the three pillars of sustainable development is the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW). For instance, in order to get a more complete picture of what constitutes economic progress, the ISEW subtracts from the GDP corrections for harmful causes or consequences of economic activity, and adds to the GDP corrections for activities which enhance welfare, but are not traditionally accounted for, such as volunteer work. Examples of the ways in which the ISEW accounts for activities which traditional measures do not include: accounting for air pollution by estimating the cost of damage/tonne of the “five key air pollutants”; accounting for the depletion of resources by estimating the cost to replace a barrel of oil equivalent with the same amount of energy from a renewable source; estimating the cost of climate change due to greenhouse gas emissions/tonne of emissions. The list goes on. The point it that like the GDP, the ISEW integrates tremendous amounts of information, but goes one step further in accounting for the links between environment, economy and society.

Additional challenges inherent to the unconventional nature of sustainable development and its measurement will now be discussed. 

Sustainable Development Indicators are often Qualitative
 It is common knowledge that developing indicators to measure qualitative data is difficult. Because the entire concept of sustainable development is based on the “well-being” (a qualitative measure) of the environment and its inhabitants, the measurement of many more specific strategies and objectives which derive from it are also qualitative in nature. For instance, aesthetic qualities such as an individual’s access to sunlight or a water view may be blocked when a new building is put up. How is this accounted for? How does one place a value on the aesthetics, when attempting to measure this individual’s loss in welfare? Likewise, unlike a value of physical capital, which is measured by its selling price and subsequent depreciation, it is hard to place a value on   human and social capital. For example, it is undeniably a challenging task to accurately assess the value of an individual’s skills or knowledge, or in the case of social capital, to quantitatively evaluate the level of tolerance or cooperation in a community. The same challenge is inherent to the attempted measurement of economic, social and/or biological diversity. Finally, while it is extremely important for sustainability that equity between people of the current generation – and in particular, between the current living generation and generations to come – is given significant consideration. Still, while the formulation of sustainable indicators considering these factors may be trying, it is not impossible. 
Qualitative and comparative data may be collected to overcome these obstacles. For instance: surveys, questionnaires and focus groups can be conducted, an in turn, numerical data can be derived. In an attempt to measure “tolerance” with respect to the incidence of racism in communities, for example, a series of questionnaires conducted in different Nova Scotia municipalities might indicate that on the whole, 65% of Nova Scotians believe they live in a “very tolerant” community. The establishment of quantitative targets for qualitative data enables departments to establish targets (e.g. target that 75% of Nova Scotians believe they live in “very tolerant” communities), giving these departments “something to shoot for”, as well as something to improve upon in years to come.
Sustainable Development Indicators are often those for which there is no Data
A major challenge in developing sustainability indicators is that the best indicators are often those for which there is no data. Because of their availability, traditional data sources and measures are often relied upon as indicators. There are advantages to traditional indicators. First, the data is readily available and can be used to compare communities. Second, traditional indicators can help to define problem areas. Still, a danger exists to the extent that traditional data sources and indicators focus attention on the traditional solutions that created an unsustainable situation in the first place. For this reason, the claim that “the data is unavailable” is characteristic of an inactive approach toward achieving sustainable development. Individuals and organizations who are truly devoted to sustainability should settle for traditional indicators only in the short-term. After all, if the expression “what gets measured, gets managed” has any merit, much emphasis should be placed on the development of data sources for sustainable performance indicators in the future (Hart). 
One way in which sustainable indicators may be developed is in combining traditional indicators. For instance, “number of jobs” may be expanded to create an indicator such as “number of jobs that pay a livable wage and include benefits.”  In fact, notes the United Nations: “Indicators should not be used in isolation. No one indicator is 'proof' of anything - at least by itself. It is only when used in combination with other indicators that reliable patterns can start to be identified.” The UN Human Development Index, for instance, has been developed to measure the average achievements in a country in three basic dimensions of human development: longevity, knowledge and a decent standard of living (UNESCO). 

Finally, those concerned with measuring performance and progress toward sustainable development should bear in mind when developing indicators and reviewing performance that indicators are often averages. While averages are a quick, easily understandable means of expressing performance, they also permit differences within a given jurisdiction to be pared down into one simple number, and thus they can disguise variations in between rural and urban regions, as well as people of different ages, income levels, ethnic groups, etc. (UNESCO). 

Reporting Indicators and Progress Toward Sustainable Development

Once sustainable indicators have been developed, progress toward achieving the goals/objectives and targets within sustainable development strategies can be properly measured and reported upon. More specifically, a good assessment of such achievement should be based on: 
• an explicit set of categories or an organizing framework that links vision and goals to indicators and assessment criteria;
• a limited number of key issues for analysis;
• a limited number of indicators or indicator combinations to provide a clearer signal of progress;
• standardizing measurement wherever possible to permit comparison;
• comparing indicator values to targets, reference values, ranges, thresholds, or direction of trends, as appropriate (International Institute for Sustainable Development).

Canada’s Role in Achieving Sustainable Development
The concept of sustainable development gained significant international currency through the work of the 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development. The Commission had a tremendous impact on Canada, resulting in the decision by the Canadian Council of Resource and Environment Ministers (CCREM) to form a National Task Force on Environment and Economy. Other Canadian responses to the challenge of sustainable development included the introduction of the federal Green Plan, the establishment of a House of Commons Standing Committee on the Environment and Sustainable Development, the adoption in 1995 of a federal Guide to Green Government, and the 1995 Amendment to the Auditor General Act establishing a federal Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development (CESD). The amendments directed ministers to do three things: (1) prepare a departmental sustainable development strategy; (2) table the strategy in the House of Commons within two years; and (3) update the strategy at least every three years. The CESD was appointed by the Auditor General to help parliamentarians assess these strategies.
The legislative requirement compelling Canada’s federal departments to produce a sustainable development strategy (SDS) introduced the concept of sustainability into the federal government. A strategy was defined in the Auditor General Act as, “the department's objectives and plans of action to further sustainable development” (Auditor General Act). Although the concept was well known in those departments with a previously established connection to environmental issues, such departments were now required to develop a more comprehensive vision and strategy explicitly encompassing issues of social equity and economic feasibility  (Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development, “Greening the Government of Canada”).   
Preparation of a SDS was to be a systematic process that included a departmental profile, assessed departmental activities in terms of sustainable development impacts, consulted stakeholders on priorities, established sustainable development goals and benchmarks for measuring progress, presented an action plan to translate those goals into concrete results, and concluded with an explanation of how the department would measure and report upon its performance.

The Government of Canada is committed to integrating sustainable development into its decision-making processes. This approach is supported by three key elements: a long term focus that seeks to preserve and enhance economic, social and natural (resources) capital to improve the quality of people’s lives and ensure a continuing legacy for the future; a coordinated and integrated approach to decision-making, and horizontal issues in the federal government, incorporating social, economic and environmental considerations; and recognition of the interdependence of domestic and global activities (Human Resources Development Canada).
Sustainable Development in Canada: Where We’re At
Every year, the CESD carries out an assessment of federal departments’ SDSs to monitor and report on progress made towards sustainable development, both in terms of the development and implementation of terms of departmental SDSs. These SDS reports are considered to be an important tool for advancing the government’s sustainable development agenda. It is the expectation of the CESD that SDSs will be integrated into departmental policies and programs, as well as departmental mandates.  

In the past, audits by the CESD have found that although strategies raise awareness of sustainable development, inform stakeholders of activities, and identify areas where more effort is needed, there have been problems in a number of areas: strategy commitments have not been particularly measurable or meaningful; targets have not been clear, measurable or specific; management systems supporting sustainable development strategies have been weak; leadership from senior management to facilitate the achievement of strategies has been missing; and there has been too much focus on “current” and “planned” activities as opposed to focus on long-term results. Finally, performance reporting has been found to be both incomplete and inconsistent. Of all weaknesses, however, performance measurement has been found to be lacking most of all. As noted by the Commissioner in 1998, the “fundamental weakness” in the first round of SDS preparation occurred where “almost all departments failed to establish the clear and measurable targets that are the key to the success or failure of the sustainable development strategy process” (Bell). Rather, departments tended to focus on process-related activities. While these activities may be valid sustainable development initiatives, they do not easily translate into measurable outcomes.  

The remainder of this paper will discuss these common weaknesses in federal government Sustainable Development Strategies.  The analysis will focus on the most recent strategies of three departments representing the three pillars of sustainable development: Environment Canada (ecological pillar), the Department of Finance (economic pillar) and Health Canada (social pillar). Firstly, whether departmental strategies contain indicators, and the extent to which indicators are “sustainable” as opposed to “traditional,” will be discussed. Suggestions for improvements to indicators will then be proposed. Secondly, the importance of strong political will and governing structures behind SDSs will be emphasized, in light of the interdependent nature of sustainable development’s three pillars. Finally, the conclusion will recapitulate the strengths and weaknesses of the federal government’s approach to sustainable development as a whole, re-emphasizing improvements that might be made to ensure that sustainable development strategies will remain a priority, and thus capable of effecting change into the future.  

The Pillars in Practice: Assessing Departmental Approaches 
Environment Canada 
Progress Since Previous Sustainable Development Strategy
Since its last SDS (2001-2003), and in response to the CESD’s report, Sustainable Development Strategies: Making a Difference (2003), Environment Canada has made significant efforts to better integrate its SDS into the departmental planning framework, and to demonstrate the influence of the Strategy on the delivery of its policy and programming priorities: moving forward on climate change; sustaining our natural environment; and, reducing the health and safety impacts of environmental threats. Furthermore, the Department has refined its outcomes and commitments so that they better reflect sustainable development priorities. The Department also prides itself in its efforts to improve upon its results-based performance measurement and reporting, claiming performance measures have been established for each commitment, and that performance at the commitment level will be reported annually in the Departmental Performance Report. In addition, Environment Canada states that performance measures will be established at the intermediate-term outcome level and performance evaluation will be conducted at this level at the mid-point and at the end of the three year period of SDS 2004-2006, which should assist the Department in providing a more meaningful picture of departmental progress towards sustainable development (Environment Canada, “Sustainable…” 4-5). 

Backgrounder
Environment Canada is often the first to come to mind as a department in the business of pursuing goals related to sustainable development. After all, the entire history of the sustainable development “movement” is rooted in conferences, commissions and summits geared toward preserving the well-being of the environment into the future. Accordingly, many of Environment Canada’s programs and policies aim toward increasing and improving the level of environmental consciousness in the social and economic arenas. 
Sustainable Development Strategy 2004-2006
Environment Canada’s current strategy contains an overarching SDS mission statement, supported by 4 themes: Information for Decision making; Innovative Instruments; Partnership for Sustainable Development; and Managing for Sustainable Development. Each of the themes is then supported by intermediate term outcomes and long term outcomes. The way in which these outcomes might be realized is stated in the form of commitments. 

While the Department’s SDS provides a logical flow (mission – themes – outcomes – commitments), it is problematic to the degree that it has not established targets stating specifically what the Department would like to achieve through its SDS, or performance indicators against which progress toward reaching these targets might be measured. 
Indeed, the fundamental weakness in the SDS is the fact that while Environment Canada has pledged to undertake actions termed “Commitments” to achieve  sustainable development, no means of measuring the effects of these actions has been provided. The strategy is phrased in terms of commitments to action, but there is no “indicator” in place to assess how that well that action is contributing towards achieving a stated target, goal or objective. This seems rather odd, considering the SDS glossary provides a definition for “Indicators”: A selected key statistic or parameter that, tracked over time, can represent or summarize trends in social, economic, and environmental conditions. 

Take the SDS Intermediate-term Outcome 1.2, for example: “Environment Canada effectively integrates socio-economic, natural capital and environmental information and indicators and disseminates this information to influence decision makers.” Among the commitments stated to ensure this outcome is realized is that Environment Canada will “Continue to work towards the implementation of the Canadian Information System for the Environment (CISE)” (11). Undeniably, this outcome is extremely sustainable in nature, as it aims to implement a system which would track the impact of current economic practices on Canada’s natural and human capital, and provide Canadians with credible information on the state of the environment. Unfortunately, the Department has not provided targets defining how much it hopes to achieve in terms of working toward implementing the CISE. Moreover, the Department’s SDS has failed to include measurable indicators which would signify how work in this commitment area will result in the achievement of Intermediate-term Outcome 1.2. Perhaps Environment Canada could establish a target to increase “the number of full-time staff working on the implementation of the CISE by 30% annually”; the pursuant indicator would therefore measure “the percentage increase in the number of times the CISE is accessed/year.”
Similarly, under the theme “Information for Decision-Making”, one of Environment Canada’s intermediate-term outcomes is the “Strengthened predictive capacity and information-sharing reduce the impact of environmental threats on Canadians’ health and safety.” A commitment which follows from this desired outcome is to “Improve Canadians’ accessibility to, and understanding of, high impact weather warnings” (12).
Again, however, the SDS provides no targets defining what is to be considered an “improvement” in Canadians’ increased accessibility and understanding of these warnings, or indicators which would signify that such improvements are indeed occurring. Interestingly, Environment Canada’s Implementation Progress Report

For the period February 2004 to March 31, 2005 states that accessibility had been increased through “…a new telecommunication format… [and] …improved service to media through the introduction of a more robust media website and improvements to that site, including new capacity and management tools. . . .”  Still, the Department lacks clearly defined and measurable targets. It has opted to report performance toward meeting its commitments and outcomes through stating further commitments. Seeing as the media is Environment Canada's primary partner for communicating warning information to the public, the Department should strive to develop targets and indicators which could bridge the gap between improved media services and improved weather information accessibility to Canadians. For instance, the Department could survey Canadians with respect to the kinds of media they most often use in accessing high impact weather warnings. Furthermore, the survey could contain questions attempting to establish a relationship between the means through which Canadians access these weather warnings, and the extent to which these warnings are understood. The data collected from surveys would form the basis for targets and indicators. For instance, if survey results found a relationship between Canadians with the greatest understanding of high impact weather warnings, and Canadians who use Environment Canada’s website to access such information, a target might be: “75% of Canadians access high impact weather warnings via Environment Canada’s website”, and the pursuant indicator might be: “percentage of Canadians who use Environment Canada’s website to access information regarding high impact weather warnings,” or better still, “the number of people who take action based on the information they access via the website” (for example, taking proactive measures based on a forecasted hurricane). 
To conclude, it is worth re-visiting Environment Canada’s contention in its 2004-2006 SDS that “performance measures have been established for each commitment, and that performance at the commitment level will be reported annually in the Departmental Performance Report.” In preparing this report, endless efforts were made to find these performance measures, but to no avail. The only document that somewhat reported upon performance was Canada’s Implementation Progress Report For the period February 2004 to March 31, 2005, and as noted above, this Report contained no clearly defined or measurable targets or indicators. Rather, progress toward commitments was simply reported in terms of further commitments. Moreover, the fact that performance is being reported in “Implementation Progress Reports” and will be reported “annually in the Departmental Performance Report” is quite devious, as it ostensibly provides Environment Canada with the opportunity to establish targets and indicators after determining how it has performed. Indeed, the Department would be wise to establish – and explicitly state – clear and measurable targets and performance indicators in its subsequent Sustainable Development Strategy. 
Department of Finance   
Progress Since Previous Sustainable Development Strategy
Since its last SDS (2001-2003), the Department of Finance has put significant effort into changing its approach to managing the strategy in response to criticisms and recommendations from the CESD. As a result, the Department developed an improved performance measurement structure, which has facilitated in the implementation of more “sustainable” performance indicators. This new approach toward sustainable development management involves having a clear vision from which stems key issues to be addressed, as well as objectives and targets to be realized. This flow has helped the Department of Finance in establishing performance indicators which determine whether targets are being met. Some weaknesses in the Department’s SDS remain; for instance, the strategy still fails to clearly indicate changes from one strategy to the next, as well as failure(s) to meet certain targets and objectives. Such disclosure would be helpful in developing a knowledge-base as to what sustainable development approaches and strategies have proven effective. Finally, the Department has proved successful in developing a system of coordination between its budgets, business plans and SDS – management which should serve to eliminate wasteful overlap (Finance Canada). 
Backgrounder 
The Department of Finance is unique insofar as it is a central agency and has little involvement in the direct implementation of programs and services. Thus, the role the Department plays in sustainable development is to aim toward more fully integrating economic, social and environmental considerations into economic and fiscal policy making. Finance’s goals and objectives are built on this role, and involve policy analysis, consultation and engaging in effective fiscal management. Therefore, the Department sets sustainable objectives including goals such as informing and educating others interested in sustainable development on the merits of public accountability statements; enhancing awareness of the environmental impacts of the Department’s operations; and encouraging employees to use best practices while maintaining a healthy fiscal climate. All of these objectives are appropriate to the extent that they aim towards achieving sustainability. It is therefore important that sound indicators be developed to properly measure progress made.  
Sustainable Development Strategy 2004-2006
The Department of Finance has identified some indicators within its SDS. Furthermore, the strategy demonstrates how indicators are an important element in a departmental logic model, describing each indicator after designating “targets” for each strategy objective.  For example, the departmental objective “to encourage employees to adopt best practices” aims to reach a target “to increase the number of employees involved in the ongoing promotion of SD principles in the workplace.” The performance indicator is clearly stated, measurable, and – logically – follows the target: “number of employees participating in Finance-endorsed events such as Earth Day”. For their objective to “maintain a healthy fiscal climate” the Department’s target is to “ensure that the debt-to-GDP ratio stays on a permanent downward track.” Intuitively, Finance uses the debt-to-GDP ratio to serve as the target’s performance indicator.

While these performance indicators are all very clear and quantifiable, the Department of Finance only has indicators for some targets. For example, the goal to “inform and educate others on public accountability for sustainable development” did not have an indicator for the target “to participate in various interdepartmental and external events”. Other targets lacking performance indicators include: conducting research and analysis on environmental and natural resources issues; ensuring predictable and growing funding for health and social programs; and working with other departments to evaluate federal horizontal management of water policy (Finance Canada). Due to the qualitative nature of these targets, it may have been difficult for the Department to develop measurable performance indicators. Still, there is potential for improvement here, as perhaps something such as the “number of hours spent conducting research” or “the number of significant papers produced” could be used to indicate progress. Similarly, stating the numerical progress in dollars towards ensuring predictable and growing funding – say, the amount of funding to be allocated over the next five years – could be used to evaluate the Department’s success in ensuring predictable and growing funding for health and social programs.
Even if the Department has indicators in place, there is a need to ensure those indicators are sustainable and not simply traditional indicators of progress. The Department of Finance could make improvements here as well, aiming to have their objectives take greater consideration of social welfare and environmental impacts. For example, the Department could change the indicator of “number of employees participating in Finance-endorsed events” to “the number of employees who felt they benefited from the events” as well as, “the number of employees who applied information provided at events in their everyday work”. This involves a quantitative value, but also takes into consideration social welfare. The Department could also take the bold approach of changing the way in which GDP is used as an indicator of economic growth and well-being. As discussed earlier, GDP does not take into consideration social and environmental benefits and/or detriments. Ideally, the Department of Finance should adopt the use of Genuine Progress Indicators into its performance measuring practices. For instance, it could use similar indicators to those contained in the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) which, alongside growth in GDP, takes into account the depletion of natural resources, income inequality, and unpaid household labour, such as cleaning. This method of accounting for GDP creates a more accurate picture of the impacts that the three pillars have on the sustainable and/or non-sustainable growth of the economy, environment and society. Still, it is recognized that adopting such a new method of accounting would be difficult to implement, as the GDP has been such a long-standing measure of economic growth world wide. Furthermore, critics of the ISEW and similar accounting methods claim that considering and attempting to measure the social and environmental impacts of GDP growth is not objective, and that results can therefore be skewed (Friends of the Environment).   

Health Canada  
Progress Since Previous Sustainable Development Strategies
Health Canada has tabled three SDSs in Parliament to date (1997, 2001 and 2004). It is the responsibility of the Office of Sustainable Development (OSD) to coordinate the Department’s sustainable development efforts, including the most recent SDS entitled Becoming the Change We Wish to See.
Although a complete status report on Health Canada’s sustainable development commitments for 2000 is currently unavailable, the Department stated that it was on track to complete 88% of the commitments made in the 2000 SDS. Barriers have arisen for 12% of the targets and are being addressed through corrective actions. For example, some targets identified in the previous Strategy were described such that performance of the target was difficult to identify and quantify. As a result, review and revision of these targets was required as the Strategy progressed to ensure increased performance measurability and improved performance reporting. Health Canada made attempts to maintain this attention to specific, measurable, results-oriented and time-driven targets into the third SDS. In addition, several challenges arose during the implementation of targets addressing the reduction of environmental and health effects through departmental physical operations and activities. In implementing the 2000 SDS, it became evident that the commitments of this theme covered a greater scope than originally expected, and therefore exceeded the resources allocated. These targets were therefore adjusted and the third Strategy reflects significant adjustments in the focus and level of targets (Health Canada, 44-45).

In particular, Health Canada’s third SDS has been developed as a tool for employees to educate, inspire and provide approaches for working toward the Department’s sustainable development objectives. Compared to previous SDSs, this Strategy consists of higher level targets based on key priority areas. The Department focused on areas that not only contribute to lasting improvements in the health of Canadians and communities, but also those that impact long-term departmental policy and direction. The 2004 Strategy contains fewer targets (from more than one hundred targets in 2000 to twenty in 2004), providing a more focused approach toward sustainable development and ensuring resources are allocated to areas where Health Canada can have a long-term impact. Ongoing improvements toward strengthening the linkages to departmental strategic outcomes and priorities continue in an effort to enhance understanding of how sustainable development priorities can contribute to achieving departmental outcomes. Previous SDSs did not explicitly identify who was accountable for tracking, reporting and completing the targets contained in the Strategy. As a result, a lack of clarity existed in the branches, regions and the Pest Management Regulatory Agency (PMRA) regarding their responsibility for targets, which prolonged the delays in implementing targets. The current Strategy establishes the accountabilities associated with each commitment, reducing delays in target implementation. When evaluating past Strategies, progress was found to be inconsistent across the Department. Therefore, the most recent Strategy has addressed the need for a more active engagement and involvement by Health Canada’s branches, regions and the PMRA, especially important as many departmental programs and services are based in the regions to meet local needs (38-40).

Backgrounder

There are many environmental, social and economic factors that have a direct impact on the health and quality of life of Canadians. Health Canada considers these factors when developing and implementing health programs and services, as well as when developing policies and managing operations. Health Canada’s vision for the future health of Canadians is based on implementing a holistic approach and integrates sustainable development principles with their knowledge of health determinants to “work today for a cleaner, safer, healthier tomorrow”(7). 
Improved quality of life in Canada requires continued progress in the delivery of health programs and information, and in the development of health policies. Health Canada’s sustainable development efforts promote healthier individuals across the country. By integrating environmental, social and economic considerations into health-related policies and programs, Canadians will be encouraged to maintain and improve their health. Canadian communities will face fewer environmental health hazards, and will be better positioned to promote healthy lifestyles and create strong social support networks. Such improvements to human health ultimately support the development of secure economies, further enhancing the status of human health. 

Sustainable Development Strategy 2004-2007

Health Canada’s 2004–2007 SDS is entitled Becoming the Change We Wish to See in order to encourage the Department and its employees to consider the principles of sustainable development when developing and delivering health programs and services to Canadians, thereby promoting the integration of these principles into departmental policies and daily operations. 
The SDS encompasses three broad themes addressing Health Canada’s commitments to integrate sustainable development into programs and services delivered to Canadians, to integrate sustainable development into departmental decision making, and to reduce the negative environmental impact of Health Canada’s physical operations. Within these three theme areas, organizational commitments are classified under objectives and then targets. Objectives are the priority outcomes that support each sustainable development theme, while targets are the more specific and measurable outputs that contribute to realizing each objective.

Taken together, the objectives and targets form Health Canada’s sustainable development commitments. These commitments are high-level in order to influence the long-term policy direction of the Department, and address key sustainable development issues within Health Canada’s mandate, ranging from addressing water quality in partnership with federal, provincial and territorial partners, to improving the sustainability of the First Nations and Inuit health system, to developing training materials for employees and preventing pollution through departmental operations.

Within the 2004 SDS, Health Canada has developed a results chain depicting a schematic for assessing performance against anticipated performance measures and/or indicators. Results at each level are to aggregate and subsequently contribute to the results at the next higher level. When taken together, these outputs and outcomes should contribute toward Health Canada’s vision for sustainable development. 

Unfortunately, when examining their results chain, performance measures are thoroughly lacking. For example, one target activity is the development of a guidebook for facilities and land managers, the output of which being the guidebook itself. The document then states the immediate outcome of such a guidebook as “improving awareness about a particular sustainable development issue among Health Canada employees”. No specific indicators are used to explain how awareness will be measured, such as increased employee participation in activities leading toward the departmental sustainable development objectives, or what baseline improvement in awareness will be measured from. For each outcome, the same issue arises wherein general outcomes from the target activity are articulated, but no mention of how success in achieving that outcome will be measured (41).
Leadership, Governance and Coordination 

The inherent interdependency of the three pillars of sustainable development implies that if sustainability is to be achieved, there must be political will, a strong governing structure and coordination between departmental strategies. The stipulation that a “horizontal” approach is necessary for sustainability is not to be interpreted as using a buzz word or cliché for the sake of garnering funding or attention. If sustainability is to be developed and departments are to develop “sustainable” indicators considering the three pillars, these departments need support and guidance from political leaders, as well as federal bodies and/or policy and legislation which will provide priorities, standards, and guidelines to follow. 
The Value of Leadership
Because the government has taken a decentralized approach to sustainable development – whereby individual departments prepare their respective SDSs – it is important that there be coordination between these strategies. However, the federal government has not established a federal policy to serve as guidance in determining what sustainable development priorities should be. Canadians and Parliament have no clear idea of what the federal government’s overall plan and goals are with respect to sustainable development, while departments have no procedures to follow when establishing departmental priorities and attempting to align their SDSs with those of other federal departments. 
In 2000, Liberal MP Joe Jordan introduced the concept of a Canada Well-Being Measurement Act (CWBMA) to Parliament, arguing for the establishment of a measuring system that would provide a far more accurate and comprehensive measure of progress toward sustainability. The Act would have called for the development of a plan containing “the definition, development and periodic publication of a set of indicators of the economic, social and environmental well-being of people, communities and ecosystems in Canada.” Moreover, the Act would have established “…a process for asking Canadians what issues they feel affect their well-being and, where concern is frequently expressed, the situation would be investigated and indicators developed to show if that situation is improving or deteriorating. The measuring process would be managed, free from political intervention, through the Auditor General's Office” (Chisholm). On June 3, 2003 a vote on the CWBMA passed overwhelmingly, 185 to 46. Still, neither then Prime Minister Jean Chretien – nor current Prime Minister Paul Martin – has moved to bring forward the legislation by accepting the recommendation from the House. 
The Need for Governance
In addition to a lack of political will, there is no clear federal governing structure with respect to the government-wide sustainable development initiative. A committee of deputy ministers did exist at one time; however, it has since disbanded.  In 2003, Environment Canada and Natural Resources Canada assumed the task of developing overarching guidelines for all federal departments’ 2004-2006 strategies, providing a government-wide vision for sustainable development, and stating three priorities to be upheld in the 2004 strategies – a federal role on freshwater, acting upon the 2003 World Summit commitments, and greening government operations. This appeared to be a move towards an overall federal strategy; however, the departments did not reach consensus as to what the overall government-wide vision should be, or the vision’s three main priorities (Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development, “Main Points”).  
Recently, the government established the Deputy Minister Policy Committee on Environment and Sustainability. This committee is expected to provide meaningful direction for the development of the 2007 departmental SDSs, and to act as an impetus in the long-anticipated development of a federal sustainable development strategy (ibid, “Annex”). The success of this Committee remains to be seen. 
In addition, 2005 saw the Government of Canada develop a plan to implement its new Competitiveness and Environmental Sustainability Framework (CESF) through “Sector Sustainability Tables” (SST). The SST initiative is described as a permanent forum for collaboration between federal/provincial/territorial governments and industry, Aboriginal organizations and non-governmental organizations. The Tables are intended to identify how to meet the goals of the Framework through jointly developed, long-term planning. Early sectors to be addressed through the Tables will include: forestry, mining, energy, and chemicals (The Canadian Environmental Network). 
Conclusion
Canada’s federal government has done well to introduce sustainable development strategies, goals and practices into departments whose policies serve the economic, environmental and social interests of Canadians. While it is undeniable that the content of departments’ sustainability strategies has advanced over the years, there is still room for much improvement. For the most part, departments’ overarching goals, objectives and outcomes have properly acknowledged the interdependency of sustainable development’s three pillars. Still, problems with respect to the establishment of clearly defined, measurable targets and indicators remain. Until such targets and indicators are included in sustainable development strategies, no department can expect to properly account for the desired outcomes within their sustainability initiatives. In addition, further efforts are needed to explicitly identify those accountable for tracking, reporting and completing the targets contained in the Strategy.
For departments which have included certain performance indicators, it is possible that not all indicators sufficiently measure progress toward achieving sustainability, meaning indicators could afford to be improved. For reasons such as this, many cling to the belief that Canada’s sustainable efforts should be better supported through legislation and governing structures. Indeed, many maintain that if Canada would move to bring forward the legislation on the Well-Being Measures Act, the country would serve as a worldwide leader in accounting honestly and accurately for changes in human, social, economic and natural wealth.  
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