environmental IT &

Accounting for environmental performance

Environmental data: that dispersed over a multitude of manual and
electronic systems, across ever-increasing numbers of
poorly documented spreadsheets, and being used
to meet increasingly demanding and complex
reporting requirements. Malcolm West, AEA
Technology. and Asger Eriksen of recently
AEA-acquired Monitor-Pro, argue that
with an Environmental Data Management
System, it doesn’t have to be like that.
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hether you view environ-

mental performance as a dif-
ferentiator or see regulatory
compliance as a “grudge” activity,
all businesses are under pressure
to improve. Environmental profes-
sionals in the centre of Figure 1,
above, often find it difficult to sat-
isfy these differing demands with
the consistency and responsive-
ness that they would wish. Usually
the basic data they require is avail-
able, but it is the way in which this
data has been stored, and can be
recovered, that causes significant
problems when interrogation and
analysis needs to be performed.

An effective system for manag-
ing environmental data needs to
satisfy a number of key require-
ments:

« Consistency. Consisteney is the
key issue and should permeate the
whole system. Consistent rules
should be applied to data entry,
data and metadata, storage for-
mats, report formats and caleula-
tions. Comparison between
different units in the organisation
should be possible and simple.

e Auditability. Once data is
entered into the system, any
changes to it should be tracked,
reports should be capable of flag-
ging where data has been amend-
ed, and access to data should be
controlled.

e Integrity. Checks should be
applied to imported data for
spelling errors, duplicate entries,
range values and numeric opera-
tors. Calculated entities such as
KPIs should be traceable.

e Efficiency. Standard or automat-
ic data imports should be capable
of handling different data input
formats and processing data quick-
ly. Data should be held in a single

Consumerism
Consistency

source to
remove cross-ref-
erencing work.

Standard report generation should
enable routine compliance and
management reports to be pro-
duced in a matter of minutes.

e Communication links. The sys-
tem should allow multiple users to
access information from a single
source and to share outputs in
paper, electronic or web formats.

e Scalability, The system should be
adaptable to meet the needs of an
organisation, capable of initially
being provided locally by an oper-
ating unit or team and finally
scaled up to provide corporate-
level overview if required.

e Cost-effectiveness. The system
should remove mechanistic opera-
tions to the bare minimum, frecing
up time for analysis and delivering
real cost savings.

understanding of environmental
issues within the business; and
increased speed of decision mak-
ing.

Much of the process and manu-
facturing industries are likely to
move towards continuous emis-
sions monitoring systems (CEMS)
over the coming vears. To support
the validity of this move, the
MCerts scheme was introduced to
bring about improved consistency
in instrument readings. It is logi-
cal, then, to assume that in the
future the information manage-
ment systems that take the raw
data from these instruments will in
turn have to be certificated to
ensure final reports are accept-
able. Internal pressures on the reg-
ulators will also steadily reinforce
their push towards operator moni-
toring and assessment which will
put further pressure on businesses

“IPPC could well prove
to be the straw that
broke the camel's back”

All this sounds complicated, but
with a proprietary software system
it doesn’t have to be. Operating a
software-based Environmental
Data Management System (EDMS)
like this does not require signifi-
ant changes to existing data col-
leetion systems, but rather sits
over the top bringing together stor-
age into a single source, and pro-
vides consistent interrogation and
analysis. Having this breadth and
depth of information at the finger-
tips provides four primary benefits
to the hard-pressed environmental
manager: reduced costs of envi-
ronmental management; improved
relationship with regulators and
other stakeholders; improved
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to own their environmental perfor-
mance management.

With IPPC coming ever closer,
the pressures to manage a broader
range of data types and the ability
to draw lessons from this about
where savings and improvements
can be made will gain in impor-
tance. IPPC could well prove to be
the straw that broke the camel's
back for traditional spreadsheet-
based environmental data manage-
ment.

Wide scale access to the web
and other mass media has signifi-
cantly increased consumer and
other groups’ expectations around
speed and degree of access to
information. Many companies

have found that ethical con-
sumerism driven by pressure
groups and other campaigners has
left them with an eroded reputa-
tion when thev cannot produce
defensible statistics and informa-
tion on the timescale required by
today’s press — or even by the
courts.

An effective EDMS allows busi-
ness-critical information to be
assembled quickly and in a profes-
sional manner, enabling these
threats to be handled more effec-
tively. On a more routine basis,
environmental  performance
reporting can be undertaken more
quickly and cost-effectively and
delivered in web-friendly formats
for speedy dissemination of good
news or mitigation of less promis-
ing news. EDMS would enable the
majority of FTSE350 companies
who do not currently report on
environmental performance to do
so more quickly, in line with the
suggestions of Michael Meacher.

Widespread uptake of EDMS
would enable sector benchmarking
to be undertaken easily, providing
percentile performance character-
istics for KPIs agreed by industry
trade associations. These systems
would also support sustainability
assessments and reporting, deliv-
ering the same benefits.

An effective EDMS enables the
hus{ncss to focus on its core activi-
ties by automating the more
mechanistic elements of environ-
mental management. Taken to its
full degree, EDMS could even
become a web-delivered out-
sourced service.

EDMSs ecan be configured to
communicate with existing busi-
ness information systems such as
finance, purchasing and opera-
tions management models. This
enables environmental and health
and safety issues to be considered
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