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FINANCE COMMITTEE 
 

DRAFT BUDGET 2014-15 
 

SUBMISSION FROM SEPA 
 
 
1. Thank you for providing the Scottish Environment Protection Agency 
(SEPA) with the opportunity to provide written evidence to the Committee 
regarding the draft budget 2014-15. 
 
2. We have appended our response to those questions where we felt it 
useful for us to provide comment. 
 
3. We strongly support the concept and structure of Scotland's National 
Performance Framework (NPF), as it is an excellent tool for bringing coherence 
and transparency to public policy and governance.  We also emphatically 
support the overarching purpose of the NPF to 'create a more successful 
country with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish'.  In our response, we 
have highlighted ways in which we believe the NPF could further increase 
public policy focus on the ambition to flourish - by improving the health of 
Scotland’s environment, and as a consequence the health of its people, 
society, and economy. 
 
4. Chiefly, we wish to echo Nobel Laureate and member of the Scottish 
Government's Council of Economic Advisors, Professor Joseph Stiglitz’s 
reminder to the Economy, Energy & Tourism Committee that what is measured 
is what drives policy.  Setting indicators and targets focuses policy-makers’ and 
decision-makers’ attention on achieving those targets and on improving what 
the indicators show.  Although the NPF certainly reflects the commitment to 
creating a flourishing Scotland, we perceive that, in practice, Gross Domestic 
Product remains the key headline indicator. 
 
5. Professor Stiglitz expressed his 'concerns about the adequacy of GDP 
as a measure of wellbeing'1 because it is in reality 'a measure of the busy-ness 
of the economy'2 rather than being an indicator of whether the economic activity 
is improving wellbeing.  One key comment that we make, therefore, is that all 
the strategic objectives within the NPF (smarter, healthier, safer and stronger, 
greener, as well as wealthier and fairer) are recognised as vital to a flourishing 
Scotland; together they form an expression of sustainability and are of 
importance in assessing sustainable economic growth. 
 
6. In addition, we have proposed various indicators that we feel could 
improve the framework and we have noted where such indicators already exist 
(e.g. the Human Kind Index for measuring wellbeing).  In other cases, where 
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we feel some additional measures are required but do not currently exist, we 
would, of course, be willing to help with development, by providing technical 
expertise and support.  
 
7. As a public body committed to openness and transparency, SEPA feels 
it is appropriate that this response be placed on the public record.  If you 
require further clarification on any aspect of this correspondence, please 
contact Paula Charleson, Head of Environmental Strategy, SEPA Corporate 
Office, at the address shown.  
 
8. SEPA strongly supports the National Performance Framework, which in our 
view brings strong coherence and transparency to public policy and governance.  
SEPA also wholeheartedly supports the overarching purpose of the NPF to 'create a 
more successful country with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish'. 
 
9. The statement of purpose includes reference to the means by which the 
Scottish Government proposes to meet the overarching purpose, i.e. 'through 
increasing sustainable economic growth'.  SEPA emphatically supports the ambition 
for the Scottish economy to be sustainable and low-carbon.  We would note that 
there are many complementary ways through which the flourishing of the people can 
be created, notably through environmental and social benefits and through good 
governance. This links closely to the Scottish Government’s commitment to the 
sustainable development goal, “to enable all people throughout the world to satisfy 
their basic needs and enjoy a better quality of life without compromising the quality of 
life of future generations.”  This wider commitment is certainly reflected through the 
rest of the framework, and the balance should be maintained particularly when 
placing specific emphasis on sustainable economic growth.  
 
10. With this in mind, one possible way in which this broader goal could be 
reflected is by using the strategic objectives which are described by Scottish 
Government to 'underpin its core purpose'3 to reflect the different means by which 
opportunities to flourish can be increased and enhanced.  Clearly a sustainable 
economy reflects the 'wealthier and fairer' strategic objective and the others, smarter, 
healthier, safer and stronger and greener, could be similarly reflected.   
 
11. It is also crucial to ensure that such a framework remains internally coherent, 
i.e. that the components of which it is made up - the objectives, targets and 
indicators - all complement each other to reduce any potential conflicts or unwanted 
consequences that may occur.  This is an important consideration if the spectrum of 
targets is modified in the future. 
 
12. The purpose of the NPF rightly embodies the understanding that a more 
successful country is one where all have opportunities to flourish4.  This is strongly 
supported by evidence published in Wilkinson and Pickett The Spirit Level,5 which 
demonstrates that a more equal society is better for all its members.   

                                            
3 Scottish Government 2012: Strategic Objectives - Scottish Government - http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/Performance/Strategic-
Objectives  
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Earthscan, London. 
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Whether the national indicators and purpose targets are an effective means of 
measuring the performance of government.  
13. We strongly support the ambition of the purpose framework that underpins the 
Government’s core purpose6  to ensure that growth is equitable and sustainable.  
Overall progress, however, is still measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  We 
consider that GDP alone cannot show whether growth is sustainable.  In order to be 
sustainable, it must remain within environmental limits and be socially just.   
 
14. In his evidence to the Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee earlier this 
year, Nobel Laureate and member of the Scottish Government's Council of 
Economic Advisors, Professor Joseph Stiglitz noted his 'concerns about the 
adequacy of GDP as a measure of wellbeing'7 because it is actually simply 'a 
measure of the busy-ness of the economy'8 rather than of whether that economic 
activity improves wellbeing. For example, GDP counts activities to deal with 
pollution, such as landfilling, or healthcare for those who suffer from asthma as a 
result of atmospheric emissions, as positive economic activity - despite the fact that 
such pollution is detrimental to people and the environment in the first place.  
Wellbeing is analogous to flourishing in that it is the outcome of having the capability 
to meet one's needs.   
 
15. Prof. Stiglitz went on to remark that 'This is important, because what we 
measure affects what we do' and that 'what we care about is wellbeing.'9 It is for this 
reason that we echo the recommendation of the Commission on the Measurement of 
Economic Performance and Social Progress10 in urging the adoption of a dashboard 
of high level measures which shows Scotland's progress in achieving a more 
successful country in terms of the flourishing of its people.   
 
16. As recommended by the Commission, these measures should include a 
measure of current wellbeing as well as some measure of stocks of capital, including 
natural and social capital.  The latter will show how sustainable current wellbeing is, 
i.e. whether it can be maintained in the future because stocks are not depleted.  One 
example of a measure of current wellbeing is the Humankind Index, developed by 
Oxfam Scotland11 and welcomed by Scottish Parliament in June 201212.  The main 
benefits of this particular index are that it was constructed by asking people living in 
Scotland what matters to their wellbeing, and that it can be easily disaggregated to 
show which of these factors are present in their lives and where there are needs.  A 
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measure of social capital should include various parameters such as citizen / 
community engagement.  This could include measures such as participation in 
community projects, social enterprises and engagement in citizen science – the last 
being an area where we are actively promoting volunteer observing of the 
environment.  
 
17. Scottish Natural Heritage has developed a Natural Capital Assets (NCA) 
Index13 for Scotland, which should be considered for inclusion as a measure of 
natural capital stocks.  The NCA Index shows the extent and quality of Scotland's 
coasts, freshwater, cropland, woodland, greenspace, grassland and moorland, all of 
which provide vital ecosystem services to Scotland’s people.  The ecosystem 
services concept defines the range of goods and services that ecosystems provide 
to people and society and business. These services underpin our economy, our 
health and wellbeing and are fundamental to our continued existence.  SEPA is 
actively exploring how it can consider the risks and opportunities to the ecosystem 
services provided by the environment through its regulatory and advisory functions to 
optimise decision making.  
 
18. The purpose targets do include a world-leading environmental criterion - 
Scotland’s ambitious greenhouse gas emission reduction targets, which SEPA is 
supporting through its regulatory, monitoring and advisory role, and also by striving 
to be an exemplar in reducing its own emissions.  However, dangerous climate 
change is only one environmental limit, as highlighted by Rockstrom et al (2009)14, 
so we suggest that other key environmental limits should also be included under the 
sustainability purpose target.  
 
Progress being made by the Scottish Government in meeting its 16 national 
outcomes as demonstrated by the 50 national indicators and its 11 purpose 
targets.   
 
Whether there are additional indicators or targets which should be included to 
measure performance. 
19. SEPA has a particular role in some of the national outcomes, so is well placed 
to comment on these.  We suggest that there would be benefits in developing new 
indicators to cover: air quality, flood risk vulnerability, access to greenspace and 
inequality.  We cover these in the context of some of the national outcomes below.  
In addition, the adoption of an overall measure of the state and extent of Scotland's 
ecosystem services, which underpin the wellbeing of its people, would be a useful 
headline indicator.  As noted above, the NCA Index for Scotland, currently being 
reviewed by the James Hutton Institute, would be a good starting point. 
 
We live in a Scotland that is the most attractive place for doing business in 
Europe:  
20. A good environment is fundamental to making Scotland an attractive place for 
doing business, and some measure of this should be considered.  New indicators on 
air quality, flood risk and greenspace would all help to demonstrate this.   
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21. In addition, we suggest that, in order to increase the coherence of this 
national outcome with the purpose of flourishing, the related indicators also include a 
measure of whether businesses are benefitting society.  The types of business that 
benefit society are those with positive environmental and social outcomes, including 
locally-based business which improve local economic resilience by ensuring that 
money circulates in the local economy, and social enterprises and other businesses 
following sustainable business models. 
 
We live longer, healthier lives:  
22. The importance of environmental contributors to health is being increasingly 
recognised, and could be more clearly reflected in the NPF.  For example, air quality 
is linked to several of the national indicators related to this outcome, including low 
birth weight15 and premature mortality and of course diseases related to air quality 
such as asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and bronchitis which have a 
bearing on self-assessed general health.  Access to greenspace has also been 
recognised as having a significant effect on health16 and on reducing health 
inequalities.  It supports increased physical activity, improved self-assessed general 
health, improved mental wellbeing and reduced premature mortality, and may 
therefore also merit its own indicator. 
 
23. According to the Scottish Government's website, some positive progress has 
been made towards this outcome.  One important aspect of health is inequality, 
which is detrimental to society, the economy and the environment.  The Equality 
Trust has gathered evidence which shows that UNICEF measures of child wellbeing 
are better in more equal societies: there is less drug misuse, better mental health, 
less obesity, less child mortality, better self-rated health and less violence.17  
Progress towards this outcome appears to have been mixed, and according to Audit 
Scotland, 'there are still significant differences in life expectancy and health'18, some 
of which are related to environmental inequality.      
 
We have tackled the significant inequalities in Scottish society:   
24. SEPA strongly supports the Scottish Government's ambition to reduce 
inequalities because there is clear evidence that inequality is detrimental not just to 
those who are poor, deprived or in a minority group, but to society as a whole.  
Societies which are more equal perform better in a wide range of areas including life 
expectancy, child wellbeing, obesity levels, homicide rates and mental health.19  
Inequality is also correlated to environmental degradation,20  which, in the long term, 
undermines the natural resource base on which economies depend.  
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25. According to the Scotland Performs website, progress on reducing 
inequalities has been good in some areas and less good in others.  The national 
indicator of income equality is the proportion of individuals living in poverty.  
Inequality occurs in many dimensions such as exposure to pollutants, access to 
greenspace, healthcare, adequate nutrition, education etc., however we concur that 
income inequality is a reasonable proxy measure for overall inequality.21   
 
The current national indicator shows the percentage of Scotland’s householders 
receiving an income that is less than 60% of the UK median.  However, some people 
will always live below this median - as income increases, the median will be higher.  
One indicator that shows the overall spread of income is the Gini coefficient, a 
measure that is already calculated by Scottish Government using existing data.22  It 
may be worth considering such measure of income distribution to be included in the 
NPF. 
 
We have improved life chances for children, young people and families at risk:  
26. As noted above, inequality affects life chances, and so a better indicator of 
overall inequality such as the Gini coefficient of income could be considered, 
although this does not preclude other measures around environmental inequalities 
such as those explored through previous work carried out by Scottish Government 
on environmental justice23. 
 
We live in well-designed sustainable places where we are able to access the 
amenities and services we need:   
27. The Scottish Government has listed 6 qualities of positive places in its new 
draft Scottish Planning Policy - distinctive, welcoming, adaptable, resource efficient, 
safe and pleasant, easy to move around and beyond.  These could be better 
reflected in the indicators supporting this national outcome.  Indicators suggested 
above relating to flood risk, air quality and access to greenspace would support 
some of these qualities. 
  
We have strong, resilient and supportive communities where people take 
responsibility for their own actions and how the affect others:  
28. Indicators recommended above on inequality, social benefits of business, air 
quality, flood risk and access to greenspace would all support this national outcome.  
Research also shows that participation, including in environmental activities, is lower 
in more unequal societies.24 This could be linked to the measures discussed above 
on community engagement.   
 
29. SEPA is carrying out work to empower and support individuals and 
communities in taking increasing responsibility for their environment through various 
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initiatives including the partnership project Scotland's Environment Web and citizen 
science. 
 
We value and enjoy our built and natural environment and protect it and 
enhance it for future generations:  
30. SEPA strongly supports the use of Scotland's consumption-based carbon 
footprint as an indicator of this national outcome.  Proposed indicators of air quality, 
flood risk and access to greenspace would again support this national outcome.  
However, we feel removing the overall ecological footprint from the framework 
reduces the effectiveness of measuring total environmental impact, as protecting and 
enhancing the environment encompasses more than reducing carbon emissions.   
 
We reduce the local and global environmental impact of our consumption and 
production:   
31. As noted above, SEPA supports the inclusion of the Scottish carbon 
consumption footprint in the NPF, but would suggest that the ecological footprint is a 
more comprehensive, and therefore better, indicator of consumption and production, 
and can clearly show where we are exceeding environmental limits. 
 
How should Scotland Performs be utilised to inform policy development and 
spending decisions? 
32. Scotland Performs as a whole is an outstanding framework for public policy 
and reflects the Scottish Government's purpose of creating a more successful 
country with opportunities for all to flourish.  There are a few ways in which the 
strengths of the framework could possibly be enhanced through closer links with 
policy development: 

1. ensure that the framework is internally consistent without unintended 
consequences; 

2. ensure that the framework informs performance frameworks across the public 
sector encouraging public sector bodies to report progress against the 
framework, to ensure that the whole public sector is contributing to a 
flourishing society; 

3. consider the potential use of the NPF by the Scottish Parliament to measure 
success against agreed goals. 

 
Is there a need for Scotland Performs to have a statutory basis? 
33. Any statutory measure implemented would need to flexible enough to evolve 
to reflect society's priorities and ensure that new challenges that arise will be 
successfully met.  We know, for example, that environmental impacts are constantly 
and rapidly changing due to climate, technological, economic and social drivers. 
 
Is there a need for wider public consultation in setting performance outcomes 
and indicators? 
34. SEPA would support a consultative approach, as this would increase buy-in 
and awareness of the NPF as well as promote greater transparency.  Consultation 
could also help to ensure that the framework is internally consistent and coherent.  It 
would help to ensure that the wider public sector is focussed on working towards a 
flourishing Scotland.  This in turn could help the public sector to work together in 
partnership, as recommended by the Christie Commission.  We know that tackling 
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environmental problems usually benefits greatly from preventative and partnership 
action. 
 


