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Part I – Introduction  
A new set of Sustainable Development Indicators was published for public consultation on 
24th July 2012. The public consultation closed on 15th October 2012.  

The indicators are intended to provide an overview of national progress on key issues that 
are important economically, socially and environmentally in the long term. They will 
complement the National Wellbeing Measures published by the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS).  

Sustainable Development Indicators have been widely used outside of central Government 
by academics, individuals, non-Governmental Organisations and businesses. Feedback 
from stakeholders on the choice and coverage of the new set is essential to ensuring that 
it remains fit for purpose for users outside of Government.  

Responses to the consultation were received from a number of sources and sectors 
including from: Central Government; Local and Regional Government; Agencies and 
Public Bodies; Businesses and Private Sector; Education; Charity and Voluntary and the 
General public. Additionally over 2,500 responses were received via a campaign response 
regarding protection of the Green Belt. A summary of the high level messages from the 
consultation responses was published on 5th March 2013 at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/136549/sus-
dev-indicators-consult-summary-responses.pdf.  

In addition to this public consultation, in September 2012 the Environmental Audit 
Committee (EAC) launched an inquiry into Measuring Sustainable Development and 
Wellbeing, focusing initially on SDIs. The committee took evidence from officials and 
published its report and recommendations on 29 November 20121.  The EAC published 
the Government’s response to its report in May 20132. 

The Government has given full consideration to the recommendations made by the EAC 
and the issues raised in the public consultation and has drawn on them as the detail of the 
final indicator set has been worked through. Defra is leading the work across Government 
to publish the final indicator document on 18th July 2013.  

The following sections provide a response to some of the common themes emerging from 
the consultation responses, grouped into (i) issues relating to the structure of the indicator 
set, (ii) its presentation and (iii) specific issues raised regarding the scope and content of 
the indicators. The main messages from the summary of consultation responses are 
presented in bold text followed by the Government response. A final list of the indicators to 
be published in July 2013 is listed in the Annex.   

                                            
1 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmenvaud/667/667.pdf  
2 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmenvaud/139/139.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/136549/sus-dev-indicators-consult-summary-responses.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/136549/sus-dev-indicators-consult-summary-responses.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmenvaud/667/667.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmenvaud/139/139.pdf
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Part II – Structure of indicator set 
There was broad support (from those who specifically commented) for the move 
towards a streamlined set of indicators comprising a small headline set and a 
number of supplementary indicators. There was also support for the issues 
identified within the indicator set as well as the designation of indicators as 
‘headline’ or ‘supplementary’ within the set.  

With the proposed approach receiving broad approval, the final indicator set will follow the 
structure set out in the consultation, with 12 headline indicators presented alongside 
accompanying supplementary indicators. These will be presented along the three themes 
of economy, society and environment. 

A number of respondents commented on the need to ensure alignment with the 
ONS work on Measuring National Wellbeing and to ensure that duplication should 
be minimised, with some respondents calling for the Sustainable Development 
Indicators and the National Wellbeing measures to be pulled together into a single 
framework.  

This was also raised by the Environmental Audit Committee which concluded that “as soon 
as the National Well-being and SDI measures reach a stable state of development, the 
ONS and Defra should consider how a single framework could be produced.” As outlined 
in the Government’s response to the Committee’s report, while they are based on the 
same underlying framework covering economic, social and environmental issues, the two 
indicator sets were developed for different purposes. National well-being tends to focus on 
the current well-being of the nation so that policy makers, businesses, civil society and 
individuals can make more rounded decisions about what really matters to people now. 
The well-being framework includes a number of environmental and economic measures, 
but currently tends towards measuring social progress. The SDIs are designed to capture 
progress over a longer timeframe than the national well-being indicators and the indicators 
are balanced across the three pillars of the economy, society and environment. 

In the short-term, the SDIs and well-being measures will remain two distinct, but 
complementary, indicator sets. However, once the SDIs have been published in July 2013 
they will be at a more stable stage of development and we will seek feedback on their 
presentation from the user community and interested stakeholders. In particular we will 
seek to discover whether there are particular issues around their understanding and 
interpretation alongside the national well-being measures. This may lead to a review of the 
way the SDIs are presented in the longer term. 
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Part III – Presentation of indicators 
The need to present more detailed value ranges or disaggregated data emerged as a 
consistent theme within the responses and for the measures to reflect inequalities 
where possible, including economic and environmental.  

This recommendation was also made in the EAC’s report3. Some of the draft indicators did 
include elements of disaggregation. For example, purchases of fruit and vegetables 
includes data for the lowest income band, infant health will be presented with a breakdown 
down by socio-economic status (based on father's occupation) and housing energy 
efficiency presents energy efficiency rating by tenure and new or old housing.  

Following a review of the remaining indicators several areas where value ranges could be 
presented to add context to the indicator have been identified. These are:  

• Economic prosperity (headline economy indicator): median income will be 
presented alongside income distribution grouped into income bands, to reflect the 
range of incomes below the average.  

• Long term unemployment (headline economy indicator): this will be presented by 
age group to differentiate long term youth unemployment from other long term 
unemployment. 

• Knowledge and skills (headline economy indicator):  human capital will be 
presented by age groups to identify whether most of the human capital sits in an 
ageing workforce 

• Population demographics (supplementary economy indicator): population estimates 
will be broken down into broad age groups to highlight the changing workforce and 
ageing population, where an ageing population may present distinct pressures on 
services and resources. 

• Healthy life expectancy (headline society indicator): healthy life expectancy will be 
presented by area deprivation.  

To measure environmental equality, Government will produce an updated version of the 
previous indicator on environmental equality4. Because the previous indicator was based 
on some datasets which have been discontinued it is not possible to create an indicator 
which is directly comparable with the previous measure. However, alternative data sources 
can be drawn on to present the information in a similar way. Because these data sources 
are not updated on an annual basis the indicator will be developed after the main indicator 
set is published in July 2013 and published as an issue specific indicator report of the type 
envisaged in the announcement on mainstreaming sustainable development in February 
2011. The intention will be to repeat the analysis at a suitable interval to monitor changes 
over time. 

 
3 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmenvaud/667/667.pdf  
4 http://archive.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/progress/national/60.htm  

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmenvaud/667/667.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/progress/national/60.htm
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Respondents noted the need to provide as much detail as possible on what exactly 
is being measured, why it is being measured and what is included within each 
indicator.  

The final SDI publication will include interpretative commentary to aid understanding and 
interpretation of the final indicators. This will include key messages, context, relevance and 
limitations. Detailed information on data sources and definitions will also be presented. 

The assessment of performance emerged as a common theme, with some 
stakeholders suggesting that the indicators need to be accompanied by targets 
(new and/or existing targets), thresholds or future reference points that would 
indicate whether we have reached unsustainable levels or potential tipping points. 
Three quarters of respondents supported continuation of the existing traffic light 
assessment (used in the 2010 Sustainable Development Indicators publication). 

The SDIs are not intended to be a target setting mechanism. Government has other 
mechanisms for setting key targets. However for the majority of the SDIs we intend to 
present a traffic light assessment which, while not an assessment of performance against 
a target, will help to simplify interpretation of the data and will provide a clear, quick 
summary of the general direction of travel on the indicators. Some of the indicators – such 
as those with no clear ‘favourable’ direction or where measures are based on forecasts – 
will be accompanied by interpretive narrative rather than a traffic light assessment. 
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Part IV – Content and scope of indicators 
Respondents noted that there are a number of indicators still under development so 
in some cases felt unable to comment in any detail beyond indicating support (or 
otherwise) for the inclusion of the issue identified.  

Some of the indicators presented in the consultation document were not fully developed 
because it was important that a full range of stakeholder and users’ views were taken into 
consideration when finalising the metrics. Several respondents requested that where 
appropriate the indicators and definitions used should be consistent with measures from 
existing indicator sets, such as the Public Health Outcomes Framework or departmental 
business plan indicators. We have therefore attempted where possible to ensure that 
indicators are consistent with other metrics used.  

The majority of the indicators which in summer 2012 were ‘to be identified’ have now been 
finalised and will be presented in the indicator publication on July 18th 2013. Measures 
have now been developed for social capital, water availability, poverty, lifestyles, land use, 
water quality and noise. These have been identified drawing on feedback from the 
consultation responses and on discussions with relevant government departments. Final 
choices have also taken into account ongoing methodological and statistical developments 
made since the consultation was published, such as ONS’s Measuring National Wellbeing 
review indicators relating to social capital5. The rationale for each indicator will be further 
elaborated on in the published indicator set.    

A minority of indicators are yet to be developed. Those which are still in development for 
other indicator sets – such as UK biodiversity impacts overseas, which forms part of the 
Biodiversity in Your Pocket indicators – are subject to a separate timetable of development 
and will not be finalised in time for the first publication of the SDIs.  

An appropriate single indicator on climate change adaptation has not been identified. The 
National Adaptation Programme (NAP) has been developed by Defra to set how 
government, businesses, communities and civil society could prepare for and adapt to 
climate change. In developing this over the last 12 months, it has become clear that a 
single adaptation measure would be insufficient to cover the very broad range of actions 
and risks related to climate change adaptation. Furthermore, the Adaptation Sub-
Committee (ASC) of the Committee on Climate Change is already appointed to advise 
Government on climate risks, including progress against adaptation objectives. Therefore, 
the reports produced by the ASC are likely to be the most useful measures of progress 
against the broad range of adaptation actions in the NAP. However, some of the other 
indicators – for example the headline water availability measure – can also give us 
information on how we are adapting to climate change.  

A list of measures as they will appear in the final indicator set is presented in the Annex.  

 
5 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/wellbeing/measuring-national-well-being/domains-and-measures---may-
2013/review-of-domains-and-measures-of-national-well-being.html#tab-Our-relationships 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/wellbeing/measuring-national-well-being/domains-and-measures---may-2013/review-of-domains-and-measures-of-national-well-being.html#tab-Our-relationships
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/wellbeing/measuring-national-well-being/domains-and-measures---may-2013/review-of-domains-and-measures-of-national-well-being.html#tab-Our-relationships
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Some stakeholders called for a greater focus on the measurement of ‘stocks’, 
including physical, environmental, financial and human capital. These respondents 
noted that any ‘stock’ measures should feature as headline indicators as the 
erosion of stocks could impact on the future sustainability of the economy, society 
and environment.  

As far as possible the SDIs use a ‘stocks’ approach which recognises the importance of 
different types of capital. For this reason the indicators include key physical, 
environmental, financial and human stocks. Several of these are headline indicators; these 
are human capital, social capital, housing stocks, natural resource use, water availability 
and wildlife (representing natural capital). The ‘stocks’ related indicators make up half of 
the headline measures. Furthermore, included within the supplementary indicators are 
population levels, physical capital stock (infrastructure), fish stocks and air quality (another 
measure of natural capital). Where possible the commentary around the SDIs will draw out 
the relevance of each indicator in terms of a capitals approach. 

Because the SDI set has been rationalised to comprise twelve key headline indicators 
supported by additional supplementary indicators, it has not been possible to make all of 
the indicators which relate to stocks headline measures. Furthermore indicators such as 
long term unemployment, healthy life expectancy and greenhouse gas emissions have 
received strong support from the public consultation as important headline indicators of 
sustainable development, and have therefore been retained in the headline set. 

As to be expected with a move to a more streamlined set of indicators, some 
respondents identified indicators that no longer feature in the set still worthy of 
inclusion.  

There were three main reasons for streamlining the indicator set. First, the Office for 
National Statistics has developed a new set of measures of national well-being (NWB), 
which tend to measure progress on current well-being. The parallel development of these 
measures meant that it was no longer necessary to include all of those measures relating 
to current well-being in the SDI set. Second, a rationalised indicator set would allow users 
to arrive more easily at a summary of overall progress towards sustainable development. 
Finally, the new approach highlights a core set of headline indicators. This has proved 
effective in highlighting sustainable development priorities and has been followed by a 
number of other countries and international institutions, including the European 
Commission.  

Streamlining the indicator set necessarily involved dropping a number of indicators. In 
selecting the new set we have tried to identify key issues for sustainable development and 
where appropriate we have tried to select one measure per indicator. Where we have 
chosen not to select an indicator from the old set it is generally because we have: 

• Identified a higher level indicator for that issue 
• Considered it more relevant to current wellbeing. 

However, one area in particular which was highlighted as a gap in the proposed indicator 
set was transport, both for the environmental impacts associated with transport emissions 
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and for the long-term health benefits of increased walking or cycling. On the former, the 
supplementary environment indicator ‘UK CO2 emissions by sector’ is disaggregated by 
various sectors of the economy including transport. On the latter, we have listened to 
feedback from the consultation and have introduced a new measure under ‘lifestyles’ in 
the supplementary society indicators. This will use the Department for Transport’s existing 
indicator on the proportion of urban trips under 5 miles taken by (i) walking or cycling and 
(ii) public transport in England.  

The Environmental Audit Committee concluded that the proposed ‘debt’ SDI should 
be replaced with an indicator which reflects the extent to which public sector debt 
will be a burden rather than a boon for the next generation.  

The proposed indicator (public sector net debt (PSND) as a proportion of GDP) is a metric 
in the Government’s fiscal framework and its inclusion received support in the public 
consultation of the SDIs. However, recognising the EAC’s recommendation that the 
indicator should reflect the sustainability of debt, the indicator has been adapted to include 
a five year forecast of public sector net borrowing as a proportion of GDP (currently up to 
2017/18). The indicator will be accompanied by interpretative commentary to provide 
context. 

Over 2,500 respondents called for the Government to ensure that: “the reuse of 
previously developed land should be a key indicator of sustainable development... 
[The Government] should ensure relevant data is published for the country as a 
whole, as well as each local authority, covering the proportion of all new house-
building on brownfield land as well as how many new homes are built on a hectare 
of land.” 

The Government’s planning policy encourages the effective and appropriate use of all 
land. It recognises that brownfield land may be valuable environmentally or as a 
community space and enables local councils in conjunction with their communities to 
determine what locations are best for development.  

Targets on minimum residential development and prioritisation of development on 
brownfield land can contribute to driving up land prices and to unpopular high-density 
development (including in back gardens). Equally they do not recognise that some 
brownfield land is situated in unsustainable locations such as isolated sites without 
suitable infrastructure. Residential gardens have therefore been redefined as greenfield 
land and national targets on residential density and prioritising brownfield development 
have been removed.  

Government policy encourages the effective use of brownfield land, if not of high 
environmental value, and makes clear that Local Planning Authorities can continue to set 
their own targets for development on brownfield land if this is an appropriate way of 
enabling sustainable development locally. Equally, there exists a range of measures to 
encourage development on brownfield land, including bringing empty homes back into 
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use, facilitating the conversion of space above shops into flats, and accelerating the 
release for development of surplus public sector land.  

The Department for Communities and Local Government already publishes data for each 
local authority on the proportion of new homes built on brownfield land and the number of 
dwellings built per hectare. These are available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-communities-and-local-
government/series/land-use-change-statistics.  

As development on brownfield is clearly not a suitable proxy for sustainable development, 
it is not suitable for inclusion in the final SDI set. The nature of national land use change 
may, however, assist in providing some general context as to patterns of development 
when considered alongside other indicators. Therefore, the land use and development 
indicator remains one of the supplementary environmental indicators. This will be 
measured using a breakdown of land use by type over time. Alongside this, the headline 
society indicator for housing provision measures net additions to housing stock. This 
indicator, in the context of other indicators in the set, will give a high-level view of whether 
additional housing development (which offers economic and social sustainability) is 
provided while maintaining environmental sustainability.  

    

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-communities-and-local-government/series/land-use-change-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-communities-and-local-government/series/land-use-change-statistics
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Annex: Final indicators and measures 

Headline indicators 
Economy 

Economic prosperity GDP, GDP per head, equivalised median income (before 
housing costs) 

Long term unemployment  Percentage of people in unemployment for over 12 
months by age group 

Poverty  Proportion of children in relative poverty (before housing 
costs)  
Proportion of children in absolute poverty (before housing 
costs) 

Knowledge & skills  Human Capital (£) by age group 

Society 

Life expectancy  Healthy life expectancy at birth 

Social capital Civic participation: The proportion of people engaging in 
actions designed to identify and address issues of public 
concern at least once a year 
Social networks/social support: The proportion of people 
who have a spouse, family member or friend to rely on if 
they have a serious problem  
Social participation: The proportion of people who 
volunteered more than once a year 
Trust: The proportion of people agreeing that many of the 
people in their neighbourhood can be trusted  

Social mobility in 
adulthood  

Proportion of working-age population employed in 
managerial or professional positions by social 
background 

Housing provision Net additional housing stock  

Environment 

Greenhouse gas 
emissions  

Greenhouse gases generated within the UK and 
Greenhouse gases from UK consumption. 

Natural resource use  Raw material consumption in non-construction and 
construction sectors 

Wildlife & biodiversity  Bird population indices – a) farmland birds, (b) woodland 
birds, (c) seabirds and (d) water and wetland birds 
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Water availability and use Abstractions from non-tidal surface waters and ground 
waters 

Supplementary indicators 
Economy 

Population demographics Total population by age group 

Household demographics projected up until 2021. 

Debt Public sector net debt and public sector net borrowing as 
proportions of GDP to 2017/18 

Pension provision Employees in a pension scheme sponsored by their 
employer 

Physical infrastructure Value (£) of physical infrastructure by structure type. 

Climate change adaptation Not identified 

Research & development Expenditure by UK business on Research and 
Development in cash and real terms and Environmental 
protection expenditure research and development 
expenditure. 

Environmental goods & 
services sector 

Sales of Low Carbon and Environmental Goods and 
Services 

Society 

Avoidable mortality Mortality from causes that are considered avoidable 

Obesity Prevalence of excess weight in both children (4-5 year 
olds and 10-11 year olds) and adults 

Lifestyles Prevalence of smoking in adults  
Proportion of adults doing 150 minutes of exercise per 
week  
Proportion of urban trips under 5 miles taken by (i) 
walking or cycling; (ii) public transport  
Average number of portions of fruit and vegetables 
consumed per day  

Infant health Low birth weight of term babies (full term babies with birth 
weight less than 2500g) 

Air quality Days when air pollution is moderate or higher in the UK 

Noise Noise complaints per 1000 population 

Fuel poverty Number of fuel poor households (thousands) in England 
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Environment 

UK CO2 emissions by 
sector 

Carbon dioxide emissions by sector 

Energy consumed in the 
UK from renewable 
sources 

Renewable energy consumption as a percentage of 
capped gross final energy consumption. 

Housing energy efficiency Energy efficiency ratings of existing and new housing 

Waste The proportion of household waste being reused or 
recycled 
The proportion of non-hazardous construction and 
demolition waste being reused, recycled or recovered. 

Land use & development Land use by type 

Origins of food consumed 
in the UK 

The origins of food consumed in the UK by region. 

River water quality The biological and chemical quality of rivers 

Fish stocks Fish stocks harvested sustainably and at full reproductive 
capacity 

Status of species & 
habitats 

Change in status of priority habitats and species (to be 
developed in line with biodiversity indicators) 

UK Biodiversity impacts 
overseas 

To be developed in line with biodiversity indicators 
 

 


	Part I – Introduction 
	Part II – Structure of indicator set
	Part III – Presentation of indicators
	Part IV – Content and scope of indicators
	Annex: Final indicators and measures
	Headline indicators
	Supplementary indicators


