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DEVELOPMENT OF SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS IN AUSTRALIA
(Australian Bureau of Statistics)

1. The role of the Australian Bureau of Statistics

1. In recent times, there has been a growing interest in the development of sustainability indicators
for Australia.  This interest has been prompted by a growing concern about the relationships
between the environment and the economy and, more generally, from an increasing notion that
GDP, by itself, is a less than ideal measure of national progress.   The Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS) has been interested in measures of national progress for several years.  In 1997
the ABS co-sponsored a conference on measuring national progress.1  Furthermore, the
Australian Statistics Advisory Council, which is the peak body for providing advice on official
statistics in Australia, has expressed interest in broader measures of well-being which the ABS is
keen to investigate.

2. While the ABS accepts that GDP is a limited measure of national progress or well-being, it is
nonetheless a very useful indicator, particularly in the short-term.  GDP seeks to measure the
level of market-based economic activity and it serves that objective well.  It is compiled within a
highly detailed, internationally accepted framework and is widely used and understood.  For
these reasons, the ABS believes that GDP should serve as the starting point for measuring
national progress, and we note that GDP is indeed used as a starting point for many of the
attempts to measure national well-being.

3. There are (at least) two possible approaches that could be taken to produce measures of national
progress:

• the development of a composite indicator, such as the Genuine Progress Indicator, or

• the development of a set of indicators underpinned by a statistical framework, such as the
System of National Accounts (SNA).

4. There are two main arguments in favour of a composite indicator.  First, such an indicator would
provide a digestible summary of the more significant issues of concern.  Second, it would focus
public attention on issues of national well-being.  However, there are some significant problems
with this approach:

• the interpretation of results is difficult - it is not always clear what increases or decreases in
such indicators mean

                                                     
1 Papers presented at the conference were published in Measuring Progress: Is Life Getting Better, Editor 

Richard Eckersley, CSIRO Publishing, Australia 1998.  One of the papers -- “A Framework for the 
Presentation of Indicator of National Progress” -- was authored by Dennis Trewin, Deputy Australian 
Statistician, Economic Statistics Group, ABS.
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• there are significant valuation problems as well as problems in determining what weight to
give to the various contributing information

• little support is provided for detailed analysis.

5. Furthermore, the inter-relationships between economic, social and environmental issues are
exceedingly complex, and it would be naive to believe that these relationships could be
adequately captured in a single measure.

6. For these reasons, the ABS does not support the development of a single indicator.  Rather, the
ABS supports the development of sets of indicators, underpinned by a coherent statistical
framework.  The ABS is strongly convinced that the SNA, with its extension to satellite accounts
and social accounting matrices, provides the most suitable framework.  This view is supported
by Ian Castles, a former Australian Statistician, who was engaged by the ABS to provide advice
on the strategic direction that the ABS should take in the development of a statistical framework
for measuring national progress.  In his report2, he notes that “the SNA provides a powerful
structure of concepts, definitions, classifications and accounting rules which can be used to give
added richness and relevance to the statistical product in most of the areas in which the ABS
seeks to assist and encourage informed decision-making, research and discussion within
governments and the community.”

7. As SNA93 itself says, satellite accounts or systems can be used “to expand the analytical
capacity of the national accounts for selected areas of social concern in a flexible manner”.  For
example they:

• allow for the production boundary to be changed

• can be used to put more emphasis on a functional point of view

• permit the linkage of physical data to the monetary accounting system

• permit the incorporation of elements in functionally-oriented accounts that are specific to the
fields covered by those accounts (ie they have no equivalent in the central framework of the
SNA).  For example, a health satellite account could incorporate concepts and classifications
related to health that have no equivalent in the SNA.

8. In recent years the ABS has spent considerable resources on implementing SNA93 and on
upgrading the quality of the national accounts in general.  An important return on this
investment will be that we will have an excellent base on which to develop a set of indicators to
address issues of national well-being.

9. In the short- to medium-term much of our work will focus on environmental aspects of national
progress.  We have already made significant progress by way of the development of national
balance sheets, environment protection accounts and (physical) energy and mineral accounts.
We are moving to develop sustainability indicators, which will focus on those indicators of
greatest interest in the Australian context.3  The indicators will be underpinned by an information

                                                     
2 “Accounting for Progress -- Report to Australian Bureau of Statistics on National Progress Indicators”, Ian

Castles, 1998.  Copies of this report are available from the ABS on request.

3 There has been some work on sustainable indicators in Australia by organisations other than the ABS.  This
work has been sector specific and, generally, has lacked rigorous linkages back to key macro-economic data.
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system based on SNA93.  Some of the possible indicators are included in the State of the
Environment indicator list that is being promoted by the OECD.  The ABS’s Environment
Statistics Advisory Group is strongly supportive of the ABS having an important role in this
area.

10. On the social side, the ABS has taken the lead in establishing the Canberra Group on Household
Income Statistics -- a group of experts addressing the conceptual and methodological problems
involved in the development of internationally comparable statistics on household well-being.
We will continue to investigate the most appropriate way in which we can utilise the SNA93
framework to build these statistics

11. We see one of the main challenges facing us in our work on measuring national progress is
convincing scientists and academics of the need for professional statistical input into the
compilation and presentation of information about the relationships between the economy,
society and the environment.


