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Environmental Auditing

1.0 What is environmental auditing ?

An environmental audit is the systematic examination of the interactions between any business operation and its surroundings. This includes all emissions to air, land and water, legal constraints, the effects on the neighbouring community, landscape and ecology and the public’s perception of the operating company in the local area.

It has been described as a ‘management tool’ comprising a systematic, documented, periodic and objective evaluation of how well environmental organisation, management and equipment are performing with the aim of helping to safeguard the environment by :

Facilitating management control of environmental protection

(b)Assessing compliance with company policies which would include meeting regulatory requirements.

What environmental auditing must not be thought of as is simply complying with legislation. Nor is it a public relations exercise. It is really about a strategic approach to the organisation’s activities. Some people have described it as a ‘cradle to grave’ process or, if you apply a total approach it may be thought of as ‘design to recycling’.

In short, it may be thought of as a management system providing information on environmental performance against pre-set targets.

2.0 Getting an audit started

There are three essentials to starting a successful audit :

Commitment : you must have the backing of senior management and Board level approval for the objectives and follow-up actions

(b)Resources : this is not so much about money as management time. Time devoted early on can save  time and resources later

(c)Leadership : a big team of people is not usually necessary. However, responsibilities must be allocated. The audit requires a team leader or principal auditor who has access to the Board or Chief Executive. This person is responsible for accessing and harnessing appropriate skills within the company.

Preliminary checklist

An environmental audit has many similarities to a financial audit. The audit team needs checklist of key issues in order to verify compliance and performance. The check list would usually include :

 Company policy : is there a clear environmental policy statement approved at Board level ?

(b) Communication : is there a communication policy covering environmental issues ?

(c) Staff training and participation : are company staff trained     to care for the environment at work ?

(d) Raw materials : are there alternative raw materials that can be used to put less demand on the environment (eg. softwood vs. hardwood). Is recycling an option that could be implemented ?

(e) Products and processes : do the company’s products and services incorporate the most effective technologies for minimising environmental impacts ?

(f) Energy use : is there an energy policy as regards efficiency and reducing energy use (eg. insulation )

Waste and discharges : does the company know what waste it produces, how much and what it costs to dispose of or treat ? Is there a waste reduction programme in force

  (h) Transport and distribution : how does the workforce travel to and from work ? could this be organised to reduce fuel demands ? is there a system for transporting dangerous goods and wastes ?

Accidents and emergencies : are there systems for dealing with accidents including effective communication links to emergency services ?

A step by step guide to Environmental Auditing

3.1 Objectives
What are we trying to achieve ?  The following basic questions need to be answered in relation to the environmental performance of the company :

What are we doing?

Can we do it better?

Can we do it more?

Can we do it more cheaply?

A balance is need to try to optimise the efficiency of the company’s business and, at the same time, minimise its environmental impacts

Scope of the audit
Depending on the size of the company, it may be best to audit the whole operation, certain departments or certain sites. The principles remain the same whatever level of audit is undertaken.

Define the baseline

This requires us to understand the regulations and standards in force at EC level, national level and then local/regional statutes. In the UK, the key contacts for this information are planning authorities, HMIP, the EA and waste regulating authorities.

Defining the baseline also requires knowledge of the technological and product developments that have occurred recently that could help the company’s environmental performance.

Set the priorities

It is important to be realistic. It is usually best to start with areas obvious improvements and efficiencies can be made. A common starting point is energy management because here there can be immediate cost savings with little capital investment, and there are immediate environmental benefits in terms of the ‘greenhouse effect’.

3.2 Preparation

Select and appoint the audit team

Where possible the team should include environmental experts as well as those familiar with the type of business involved. At company level it is usually helpful to have people on the team who represent: purchasing, production, marketing and distribution.

Is external assistance  needed ?

Time constraints or the lack of expertise sometimes mean that external consultants need to be appointed. This has the added advantage of impartiality. If consultants are to be used it is essential to ensure they are given a clear set of instructions and that confidentiality is respected. It must always be the company who determines what is made public or given to the appropriate authorities.

What are the time scales?

It is important that realistic deadlines are set and adhered to in terms of preparing a written audit report and sending it to the Board.

3.3 Gathering the environmental audit information
There are certain guidelines that make this easier.

Firstly, try to gather the data in a common format using the headings we discussed earlier under ‘checklist’. Determine the role of computerized databases and see how they can be used to make it easier to check this years audit with last or last months audit with this

Secondly, identify target sources of information (eg. operating departments, suppliers of raw material, distribution companies, waste management contractors.

Thirdly,  ensure that any questionnaires are accompanied by explanation of the objectives, and make sure that the employees of the company have a means of ‘making suggestions’ for improvements (ie. feedback and involvement of staff).

3.4 What to look for and what to check on

PART A – COMPANY MANAGEMENT STRUCTURES

Company environmental policy : how does the company communicate with employees and shareholders ?

Staff training : is there a training programme to increase awareness of environmental issues ?

Accidents : is there a proper contingency plan ?

PART B – OPERATIONAL ISSUES

Permits : are all planning and operating licences in place and adhered to ?

Process technology : are there improvements or modifications that could be made to reduce environmental impacts or improve efficiency of materials use so as to generate indirect environmental benefits ?

Products : what are the environmental impacts of the company’s products (eg. packaging, recycling potential). This is sometimes called Life Cycle Analysis

Wastes : how and where is waste generated ? Can it be minimized. Could the waste streams be segregated or sorted so as to reduce environmental effects.

3.5 Assessment

This must be factual and objective, not subjective. The presentation of the data must be understandable and clear. Conclusions must be drawn and verified with the people responsible for the associated work area or process before the final report is prepared.

3. 6 Reporting
This should draw attention to defects so that action can be taken Recommendations should be made, along with an estimate of costs and timescale of urgency.

3.7 Implementation

Formulate an Action Plan, give it Corporate Policy status and publish it internally, indicating the timescales involved

3.8 Monitoring and follow-up
People change and priorities change but this must not be used as an excuse for slowing down or ignoring environmental improvement initiatives. There needs to be a monitoring procedure to check on compliance (with the law) and on specific, especially vulnerable or sensitive processes or areas.

This monitoring or checking procedures should include Management Systems.

New topic :

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS

It is not the intention to go into these in detail. However, Environmental Auditing forms a part of a wider system in business. More Information is summarised  in another set of notes available on the website. 

The graphic on the next page shows the International Standards Organisation (known as ISO) Environmental Management System which is designated ISO 14001. The intention of a procedure such as this is to :

permit a management system to be implemented

assure compliance with the environmental policy

demonstrate compliance to third parties

seek certification by an accreditation authority

You will see where Auditing fits into the scheme of things









Environmental Management System Model ( ISO 14001)
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