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1. Introduction 

The Sustainable Development Commission provides policy advice, advocacy and scrutiny on sustainable development to 
Government. The SDC’s role as government’s watchdog on sustainable development was strengthened and formalised in 
Securing the Future (March 2005). 

This paper details the guidance, support and scrutiny that the SDC will provide on Sustainable Development Action Plans 
(SDAPs), to government departments, Executive Agencies, and other government bodies. 
 
2. SDAP reporting requirements for government bodies 

The UK Government’s Sustainable Development Strategy (Securing the Future) requires all departments and Executive Agencies 
to produce Sustainable Development Action Plans (SDAPs) and to report progress made against them. 

• The SDC expects all departments and Executive Agencies to be covered by a ‘live’ SDAP at all times, and the period 
which the SDAP covers should be made clear 

• SDAPs should be reviewed and updated regularly 

• An SDAP may cover a period in excess of 1 year. In such cases, organisations must provide the SDC with annual written 
confirmation (from a senior civil servant) that the SDAP has been actively reviewed and is still relevant. Alternatively, 
a revised version of the SDAP should be supplied 

• Progress against SDAPs should be reported annually 

• Departments/agencies (and NDPBs where applicable) should inform the SDC Watchdog team when they publish a new 
SDAP or progress report, and should send a web-link or electronic copy of the document 

• Publication dates will be tracked on the SDC website. Departments/agencies not meeting reporting commitments will 
be asked to explain why 

• NDPBs are not yet required to produce an SDAP. However, as good practice, the SDC encourages NDPBs to produce 
their own SDAPs, paying close attention to the development of their core department’s SDAP. As a minimum, the SDC 
would expect departments to ensure that their NDPB activity was consistent with their own SDAP objectives. 

 
3. The SDC’s SDAP service 

3.1 SDAP development stage 

SDC’s Whitehall team will provide: 

• A guidance document providing step-by-step support for the process of creating a robust SDAP and embedding its 
successful delivery across the organisation. The current guidance is Driving Change (March 2008, http://www.sd-
commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=254) 

• SDAP-development workshops to provide advice, help all organisations work through SDAP issues, and provide them 
with a forum for sharing experiences 

• For each core department:  

o One face-to-face meeting with the department’s SD team, policy experts, steering groups etc. (as appropriate) 
in the early stages of the development/drafting process, to help them get started 

o Feedback on one draft of its SDAP (the SDC will not endorse plans, but will advise on how to meet the 
requirements, and work within the aims of Securing the Future) 
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• For Executive Agencies/NDPBs: The SDC generally expects sponsor departments to support agencies/NDPBs in 
producing SDAPs as far as they are able, for example involving Executive Agencies in SDAP meetings with the SDC. The 
SDC Whitehall team will: 

o Seek to provide the same level of support to Executive Agencies as to core departments where possible, 
prioritising those which are preparing their first-time plans  

o Consider on a case-by-case basis whether it can offer the same level of service to NDPBs as Executive 
Agencies, and will do so where possible. 

 
3.2 Evaluation of final SDAPs 

SDC’s Watchdog team will provide: 

• A ‘litmus test’ assessment of all departments’/Executive Agencies’ SDAPs, with traffic light ratings against themes 

• A high-level assessment of policy areas which could be a risk to sustainable development 

• ‘Litmus test’ assessments of NDPBs’ SDAPs where possible 

• A summary of all organisations’ traffic light ratings for SDAPs, on the SDC website. 

 

3.3 SDAP progress reporting 

The Watchdog team: 

• Will produce updated self-assessment guidance for preparing an SDAP progress report 

• May undertake assessments of a sample of progress reports, as selected by the SDC 

• May request to see evidence of selected information provided in progress reports. 

 
The SDC does not currently intend to produce annual league tables of SDAPS or SDAP progress reports, although we may 
periodically review the overall progress of government on these issues. 

 
3.4 Programme of targeted reviews 

In light of information submitted to us in the SDAP process, or through other sources, the SDC will select specific issues or 
departments/agencies for closer review. In some cases, the result of an initial review may trigger an in-depth look at a certain 
issue. Reviews may take a variety of forms, for example: 

• Closer review of selected SDAPs and SDAP progress reports, or of how organisations have handled the whole SDAP 
cycle 

• Requesting an ad-hoc meeting with a selection of staff including senior management to discuss their approach to 
sustainable development and progress made 

• Requesting oral or written updates or evidence from organisations on particular issues relevant to sustainable 
development 

• Major pan-government reviews of performance on a specified issue. 

 
3.5 Further support 

We can also offer additional guidance or scrutiny which we will consider on a case-by-case basis. However, this work would be 
additional to our core funded work, and would need to be resourced separately. 
 
4. SDC Contacts 

Guidance in developing an SDAP: 
Whitehall team 
Debbie Dickinson 
debbie.dickinson@sd-commission.gsi.gov.uk 
020 7270 8674 
 

SDAP scrutiny, progress reporting and Watchdog reviews: 
Watchdog team 
Rachel Hurle 
rachel.hurle@sd-commission.gsi.gov.uk 
020 7270 8852 

 


