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Abstract

:

Even with the benefits of sustainability and climate change reporting, there is limited information on how municipalities are reporting on performance for external stakeholders in comparison with private sector organizations. The purpose of this research was to gain an understanding of the current state of sustainability and climate change reporting at the local level and to investigate the extent to which municipalities across Ontario, Canada, report. We used content analysis to identify the presence or non-presence of information on the websites of 38 municipalities and analyzed the results using descriptive statistics. Our analysis showed that the sample municipalities were not widely reporting on sustainability or climate change performance. Also, we identified a gap between the number of plans and reports produced by sample municipalities, with the latter being less common, indicating a need for an improved evaluation of plan implementation. Further, we found that a provincial regulation that required municipalities to make their energy conservation and demand management plans public did not guarantee publication of the plan on a municipality’s website. This study contributes to the growing field of sustainability and climate change planning and reporting by local governments and offers empirical evidence specific to Ontario, Canada.
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1. Introduction


Municipalities are vital contributors to Canada achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). As such, the Government of Canada [1] recognizes municipalities as collaborators to support the implementation of the SDGs at the local level with accountability identified in its approach. Additionally, cities influence over 50% of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, thereby playing an important role in decarbonization at the local level [2,3]. The Government of Canada is committed to reducing the nation’s GHG emissions in alignment with the Paris Agreement’s ambitious target of net-zero by 2050 and has implemented a net-zero emissions law to strengthen climate accountability [4,5]. Sustainability reporting functions as an accountability tool that local governments can use to report their sustainable development performance and demonstrate stewardship on material issues aligned with the SDGs and the Paris Agreement [6,7].



Sustainability is a systems-based concept recognized for its complexity [8,9]. It is a destination or end state that is achieved through collaboration between multiple actors and is often defined by the entity trying to describe it [10,11]. Sustainable development, which is the vehicle used to reach sustainability, can be defined by our common goals and shared values [12]. The most common definition is from Our Common Future, which states that “sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [13] (p. 43). Two key concepts are emphasized within this definition: needs and limits. Climate change, which is one of nine planetary boundaries scientifically defined to demonstrate the limits of “safe operating space” [14] (p. 472) within our Earth system, has transgressed into a high-risk zone [15].



Sustainability reporting, which is a form of non-financial reporting, is a key process required for an organization to achieve long-term sustainability [16]. It is defined as a subset of reporting that “deals with activities, methods, and systems to record, analyze, and report environmental, social, and economic impacts” [17] (p. 453). Sustainability reporting is an output of a performance measurement system that measures and monitors the implementation of an organization’s plan using financial and non-financial indicators [16,18,19]. This study understood the definition of sustainability reporting to include climate change as a material issue that must be accounted for by organizations, including municipalities. Despite some synergies, this study did not intend to use the terms sustainability and climate change interchangeably given the tensions between the two from a planning perspective [20].



Even with the benefits of sustainability and climate change reporting and the relevance to local governments, there is limited information on how municipalities are reporting on performance in comparison with the established baselines of sustainability reporting in the private sector [21,22]. Although empirical evidence of reporting by local governments exists, most studies are based in Australia, countries in Europe, countries in Latin America, New Zealand, and United Kingdom [23,24,25,26,27]. Studies on sustainability and climate change in Canada have grown over time. However, they cover topics such as cross-sector partnerships [28,29], transformational change [30], and the quality of climate plans [31], leaving gaps in the area of non-financial reporting by Canadian municipalities [3].



In Canada, there are three distinct levels of government: federal, provincial/territorial, and municipal. Ontario is Canada’s most populated province, and it continues to grow [32]. There are 444 municipalities in Ontario that are mandated by the province through the Municipal Act (2001), with the exception of Toronto, which follows the Toronto Act (2006) [33]. The Government of Ontario’s current Environmental Plan does not define a performance measurement process, nor does it include obligations for municipalities to set targets and report on progress [34].



The purpose of this research was to gain an understanding of the current state of sustainability and climate change reporting at the local level and to investigate the extent to which municipalities across Ontario, Canada, are making non-financial information available to stakeholders for decision-making purposes. This empirical study aimed to inventory and evaluate reporting uptake by municipalities in Ontario, Canada, to establish data on the availability and dissemination format of sustainability and climate information. Specifically, this study sought to answer the following research questions (RQs):



RQ1: 

What is the current state of sustainability and climate reporting by municipalities in Ontario, Canada?





RQ2: 

How are municipalities in Ontario, Canada, disseminating sustainability and climate change information?





RQ3: 

Do observable factors (e.g., population size, external funding) relate to the uptake of sustainability and climate reporting by municipalities in Ontario, Canada?





This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 contains a literature review, followed by Section 3, which presents the methods used to gather and analyze data for this study. Section 4 displays the results and Section 5 offers a discussion of the key findings and future research directions. Section 6 provides conclusions and the research contributions.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Sustainability Reporting


Academic research on sustainability reporting, including corporate social responsibility (CSR) reporting, social or environmental reporting, non-financial reporting, triple bottom line (TBL) reporting [35], and sustainable development reporting [36] has increased over the years [37]. While these terms are not exactly interchangeable, the definitions include elements pertaining to the communication and disclosure of an organization’s interactions with the natural environment and society [25,38].



In the private sector, reporting has evolved over the last 50 years, with a considerable increase in the uptake of environmental reporting practices since the 1990s [39]. Sustainability reporting is now a widespread practice for 80 percent of the 5200 largest companies worldwide surveyed as part of a recent report [40] and has achieved increased diffusion in the last decade [36,39,41]. Alongside the increase in organizations reporting on sustainability performance is the rise of guidance for reporting [42,43], including one of the most recognized frameworks, namely, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards [44,45].



In addition to these stand-alone reporting types, research on integrated reporting, which blends financial, governance, and sustainability information, has also grown [46,47]. Research on sustainability reporting in both the private sector [21] and the public sector [25] continues to emerge, with the latter being scarce by comparison [24].



There are many recognized benefits of sustainability reporting by organizations, including (1) improved accountability and transparency [48], (2) access to key information that tracks progress toward achieving goals and supports continuous improvement [21,25], and (3) a tool to strengthen engagement and legitimacy among stakeholder groups [21,25]. Regardless of the identified benefits, there remains a critique on the quality of existing reporting practices [38,49], the effect of regulations on reporting uptake [50], and the overall ability of reporting to be an effective tool in society’s transition toward sustainability [51].



An organization’s relationship with sustainability can be communicated to external stakeholders through their sustainability reporting, and thus, represents a discourse about that relationship [10]. There is a risk, as detailed in a more in-depth way in the reporting literature, for this discourse to be framed in a way that shows the organization in a more positive light, or “decoupled from organizational reality” [52] (p. 14). Adams [53] (p. 731) refers to this risk as the “reporting-performance portrayal gap”, which identifies a gap between actual performance and the disclosure of performance. Furthermore, with public relations as a driver for reporting, there is a risk of greenwashing [54] and reinforced business-as-usual leading to un-sustainability [38]. This could be caused by existing reporting guidance lacking sufficient context related to planetary boundaries and social foundations [49]. Despite these risks, reporting on sustainability performance remains an important governance process to measure progress on goals and targets as organizations operationalize sustainable development [43,55].




2.2. Sustainability Reporting by Local Governments


For external stakeholders, sustainability reporting functions as an accountability tool [16,24] because it provides information and insights based on social, environmental, and economic factors that complement financial reporting. Since the services provided by local governments represent a high proportion of economic activity and align with aspects of sustainable development, it is argued that municipalities should report on non-financial performance [22,56,57]. Although a specific reporting framework has not been established for municipal governments to convey sustainability information, the academic literature suggests a need for sustainable development disclosures to be made available to stakeholders in a clear and comprehensible manner [47,58]. The literature also recognizes that municipal reporters disseminate sustainability information in various ways (i.e., different subject focus) and at different levels (i.e., reporting media), indicating that a one-size-fits-all approach may not be possible [18,23,59].




2.3. Climate Change Reporting by Local Governments


As noted, climate change is a material issue that municipalities can report on. A key finding in a study by Jones [60] of international cities emphasizes the importance of matching strategic goals to performance measures, which aligns with research in the private sector focused on the quality of sustainability reporting [21]. Additionally, Jones [60] suggested there is a need for enhanced performance measurement in existing management processes to support climate action accountability. The study also found that reporting, which is meant to provide transparent performance disclosures and enhance accountability, is the weakest aspect of the performance measurement process. This weakness could impact the management process, specifically as it relates to the availability and quality of disclosure information that decision makers rely on.



Whether a municipality is operationalizing climate change mitigation or adaptation measures, reporting is dependent on an assessment system that captures progress [3,31]. Guyadeen et al. [31] (p. 132) expressed limitations to their study, which evaluated the quality of climate change plans by Canadian municipalities, stating that it was “difficult to assess the extent to which the monitoring and evaluation function had been carried out, because only a handful of municipalities reported these results”. Additionally, Robinson and Gore [3] surveyed local governments across Canada with more than 5000 residents to examine gaps in the monitoring of mitigation and adaptation actions taken by municipalities. The study found that 37.1% of the municipalities surveyed were in the process of evaluating climate mitigation (corporate) action, whereas only 11.9% had completed evaluations, and 10.5% of respondents were considering it. An important finding from this research highlights the relationship between organizational structure and climate planning, specifically drawing attention to the value of interdisciplinary teams at the municipal level to advance climate action [3].





3. Materials and Methods


This exploratory study applied content analysis using a binary unit of analysis to identify the presence or non-presence of sustainability and climate change reporting by municipalities in Ontario, Canada. However, this topic is complicated by the variability by which municipalities engage in non-financial reporting and the various mediums used to report [59]. To be holistic, reporting was defined in this study as a stand-alone sustainability or climate change report (PDF), an annual report (PDF or dedicated webpage) that includes a section(s) on sustainability and climate change, a dedicated webpage made available by the municipality that communicates sustainability and climate change performance results, and interactive webpages that report on sustainability and climate change performance.



3.1. Sample Selection


Municipalities in Canada are governed by their corresponding province or territory. The sample for this study was drawn from a single province. Ontario will continue to experience significant growth over the next two decades. In 2021, Ontario had a population of 14,826,300 [32]. According to Statistics Canada [32], this population is projected to grow by approximately 42%, reaching 21,147,200 inhabitants by 2043 based on a high-growth scenario.



Ontario has different types of municipalities (e.g., single-tier, upper-tier, lower-tier) that provide residents with varying levels of services. Single-tier municipalities have a responsibility to their residents to deliver all local services [61]. Meanwhile, upper-tier municipalities (also known as regional municipalities) share service delivery with their respective lower-tier municipalities and are responsible for “arterial roads; transit; policing; sewer and water systems; waste disposal; region-wide land use planning and development; as well as health and social services” [61] (para. 1). Table 1 provides a list of the upper-tier and single-tier municipalities included in the research sample. The 8 upper-tier municipalities and the 30 single-tier municipalities were selected because they offered comparable services and include some of the largest municipalities in Ontario by population [61], which aligns with the sample selection in existing empirical research [62]. The sample municipalities included in this study represented 78.7% of the population in Ontario and were made up of all regional municipalities in Ontario (upper-tier, n = 8) and a selection of local municipalities (single-tier, n = 30). The single-tier municipalities were selected based on their geographic location to capture a larger representation of Ontario’s population (municipalities identified on the Association of Municipalities of Ontario [61] northern list were excluded).




3.2. Content Analysis


As an initial screening, content analysis was conducted on the sample municipalities’ websites to gather data to identify “reporters” and “non-reporters”; this process was complicated by the integration of sustainability-related information into different reports, including annual reports, as opposed to being published in a stand-alone report [25]. Content analysis was applied because it is recognized as an objective and transparent method to identify the presence or non-presence of information [63]. Furthermore, it is widely applied when examining sustainability reporting by local governments [25,64,65,66]. Data for the content analysis were collected in June 2021.



3.2.1. Stage One


To answer research questions one and two, we examined the quantity (i.e., number of reports) and different reporting methods for which a municipality discloses sustainability and climate change information. The presence or non-presence of information was tracked in an Excel spreadsheet following the seven different searches outlined in Table 2. Once all 38 municipalities’ websites were reviewed, each cell was assigned either a 1 (presence) or a 0 (non-presence). Multiple searches were carried out to capture a larger sample of content to analyze given that sustainability and climate change information was disclosed by local governments in numerous ways [25,59,66].



Table 3 provides the detailed action steps taken to complete the stage one content analysis of the 38 municipalities included in the sample. This method allowed for the coding of each search category based on the existence or non-existence of a reporting method [67]. After each cell was assigned either a 1 or 0, the column was tallied to calculate the number of documents found for each of the seven searches across the three categories. All publication years were considered for the stage one search. If two documents appeared for the same search item, the most recent report was recorded in the spreadsheet.




3.2.2. Stage Two


Using the sustainability and climate change plans and reports identified in stage one, each document was reviewed to record key variables to answer research question three. The following variables were recorded based on previous research [66] and observations made during the stage one content analysis:




	
Document name;



	
Publication year;



	
Number of pages (entire PDF page count to capture appendices);



	
External funding received from the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM)—(yes/no). Only the documents that included specific mention of funding received a “yes”. If a document received a “no”, it signified that this information was not explicitly disclosed in the document;



	
For the sustainability plans and reports published in 2015 or later, an additional search was conducted to capture the number of municipalities that mention the SDGs.










3.3. Analysis Techniques


Once gathered, the data were visually presented in graphs created in Excel and analyzed using a combination of descriptive statistics and trend analysis. These approaches were consistent with those used across the literature [21,48,64,65,68].





4. Results


4.1. Planning and Reporting Overview


A total of 38 municipalities’ websites were reviewed to gather data on the level of sustainability and climate change reporting by local and regional governments in Ontario. Figure 1 shows the results of all seven search categories expressed in units.



As shown in Figure 1, only one of the eight upper-tier municipalities (13%) and six of the 30 single-tier municipalities (20%) published a stand-alone sustainability report on their website. Combined (upper-tier and single-tier), seven of the 38 municipalities (18%) analyzed reported on sustainability performance in a stand-alone report. Additionally, one out of the eight upper-tier municipalities (13%) published a climate change report. Meanwhile, only one out of the 30 single-tier municipalities (3%) published a climate change report. Five of the eight upper-tier municipalities (63%) and 13 of the 30 single-tier municipalities (43%) included sustainability disclosures in their annual reports. All municipalities that published an annual report beyond their audited financial statements included some form of sustainability performance information. Lastly, eight out of the eight upper-tier municipalities (100%) and 14 out of the 30 single-tier municipalities (47%) published a current ECDM plan on their website. Overall, stand-alone reports were the least common types of sustainability and climate change documents found across sample municipalities’ websites.




4.2. Planning and Reporting Trend Analysis


Figure 2 shows the planning and reporting trends based on the year of publication, with the earliest sustainability plan dated 2007. Looking at the sustainability plans and sustainability reports graphs, there were more plans (n = 11) than reports (n = 7). Furthermore, the practice of sustainability planning and reporting appeared to be decreasing over time.



When looking at the climate change plans and reports, the contrast between the plan quantity and report quantity was far greater than it was with the sustainability plans and reports. The earliest climate change plan found was dated 2014 and there were a total of 17 plans published on the sample municipalities’ websites between 2014 and 2021, with the quantity increasing over time. However, the presence of only two climate change reports during that same period could indicate a disconnect between planning and reporting practices.




4.3. Report Analysis


The practice of sustainability reporting is common to municipalities with larger populations, with all reports being produced by municipalities with over 75,001 residents. The number of pages per report varied between one and 100 pages, with the most common length ranging between 26 and 50 pages. Only one of the seven sustainability reports analyzed included an acknowledgment of funding from the FCM. The sustainability reports published in 2015 or later were analyzed to determine the presence or non-presence of the following key terms: Sustainable Development Goals and SDGs. The results show that neither the full term nor the abbreviation was included in any of the post-2015 reports.



The practice of climate change reporting was minimal. Only two reports were identified, with both produced by municipalities with a population greater than 100,001 residents. The number of pages per report ranged between one and 25 pages. Single-tier municipalities did not disclose any funding in their reports, whereas the upper-tier municipality disclosed funding from the FCM.




4.4. Plan Analysis


In addition to analyzing the sustainability and climate change reports, sustainability and climate change plans were reviewed to capture data on the same key variables. In contrast to reporting, there was one small single-tier municipality with less than 25,000 residents that produced a sustainability plan. Like the sustainability report results, the sustainability plans ranged in length from one to over 100 pages. However, the most common length for plans was over 100 pages, which differed from the sustainability reports, which were shorter, with the most common size being within the range of 26–50 pages. Approximately half of the eleven sustainability plans analyzed disclosed the receipt of funding from the FCM. Reviewing the sustainability plans only, a keyword search of the documents was conducted as part of the stage two content analysis, finding that none of the plans published in 2015 or later included a mention of the SDGs.



In terms of the results of the climate change plans, these offered the largest sample of documents analyzed in stage two of this research, with a total of 17 municipalities made up of five upper-tier and 12 single-tier municipalities. The population of municipalities publishing climate change plans ranged from 50,000 residents to over 100,001, with the majority falling in the latter category. Of the 17 municipalities included in this sample, one single-tier municipality published their plan on a variety of web pages rather than as a PDF, which is customary practice; therefore, an accurate count could not be captured. For the remaining 16 municipalities, the lengths of the climate change plans ranged between one page and over 100 pages. The upper-tier municipality plans were between one page and 50 pages in length. In contrast, most single-tier municipalities published a plan with more than 76 pages. Over 70% of the sample municipalities disclosed funding from the FCM.




4.5. Regulatory Plan Analysis


Figure 3 demonstrates the uptake of ECDM plans in compliance with O Reg 507/18 (now O Reg 25/23), which requires all municipalities in the province to “prepare, publish, make available to the public and implement ECDM plans or joint plans in accordance with section 25.35.2 of the Act and with this Regulation.” (O Reg 507/18, 4. (1)). Although emphasis was placed on energy management and greenhouse gas emissions reduction, this plan serves as an example of compliance level for regulatory reporting mandated by the province for municipalities to follow.



As seen in Figure 3, all upper-tier municipalities published a plan that was up to date, whereas the results differed for the single-tier municipalities, where less than half of the local governments included in the sample published a current plan. Twelve of the 30 single-tier municipalities had a plan posted on their website; however, they were not current based on O Regn 507/18, which requires plans to be made public by 1 July 2019, with updates every five years. Four of the 30 single-tier municipalities did not have an ECDM plan in any form available on their website.





5. Discussion


This study conducted a content analysis to gain an understanding of the current state of sustainability and climate reporting at the local level and to investigate the extent to which municipalities across Ontario, Canada, report. Specifically, this study was designed to answer the following RQs: (1) What is the current state of sustainability and climate reporting by municipalities in Ontario, Canada? (2) How are municipalities in Ontario, Canada, disseminating sustainability and climate change information? (3) Do observable factors (e.g., population size, external funding) relate to the uptake of sustainability and climate reporting by municipalities in Ontario, Canada?



5.1. Uptake of Sustainability and Climate Reporting in Ontario


Municipalities report on sustainability and climate change themes. This is because the role of local government is to provide services to its residents related to social and environmental areas, many of which align directly with sustainable development [57,58]. Based on the results of this study, stand-alone sustainability reporting did not appear to be a widespread practice given that only 18% of the sample municipalities made one available on their website. Meanwhile, 47% of the municipalities mentioned sustainability performance results in their annual report. Climate change reporting uptake was much lower, with only 5% of municipalities publishing a report.



The level of Ontario municipalities providing reporting on sustainability performance was in stark contrast to the level found amongst publicly traded companies listed on the TSX Composite Index (Toronto Stock Exchange) [21], creating the opportunity for forward-thinking municipalities to emerge as leaders and enhance accountability while engaging with stakeholders in a more meaningful way through the uptake of reporting practices [69]. Also, it indicates that public sector reporters, such as municipalities, can learn from the challenges and best practices experienced in the private sector. These results add to those of Raj [66], who found that private sector reporting is more direct (i.e., stand-alone reports), whereas public sector reporting does not capture a municipality’s full picture of sustainability performance due to the fragmented nature in which the information was presented by municipalities in this study.



Financial and non-financial information must be made openly available to decision makers and stakeholders, which includes taxpayers, other levels of government, investors, and neighboring municipalities, as a means of accountability and transparency to maintain, and in some cases restore, public trust [47]. From a financial perspective, municipalities can be analyzed by reviewing audited financial statements, which are made publicly available as a requirement of the Municipal Act (2001). However, considering the increased demand from stakeholders for non-financial information and the call for “harmonization” across non-financial metrics and disclosure standards in the private sector [70], it is expected that there will be an increased demand for non-financial disclosures in the public sector.



Given that sustainability and climate change reporting is currently voluntary at the municipal level in Ontario, it is not surprising that stand-alone reporting uptake is low [55,66]. Despite reporting being an output of the planning process, our results show that municipalities were producing more plans than reports, which could indicate that additional guidance and reporting requirements are necessary. Lastly, the higher frequency and more recent climate change plan publication rate could relate to available funding through the FCM. This could signal a need for financial stimulus to encourage improved reporting practices.




5.2. Reporting as an Output of the Planning Process


Based on this initial analysis, it appears that new sustainability plans (either community-wide or organizational) have been on the decline in Ontario over the last 15 years, as expressed in Figure 2, which also shows that none of the municipalities in this study had published a sustainability plan in 2020 or 2021 at the time of the data collection in June 2021. Further, less than 30% of the sample municipalities had published a sustainability plan on their website over 15 years. New climate change plans are more common, with seven plans published by sample municipalities in 2020 and 2021 alone.



Since reporting is an output of the planning process, more plans should result in more reports. This was not the case, as there were only two climate change reports located across the entire sample of 38 local governments. While this gap may be a matter of timing or the capacity of municipalities, it could also relate to the voluntary nature of external reporting on sustainability and climate change performance. Despite public access being required under O Reg 507/18 (now O Reg 25/23), at the time of this study, an updated ECDM plan was only available on 68% of the sample municipalities’ websites. This could indicate that provincial regulations do not necessarily equate to guaranteed publication of documents on municipalities’ websites. However, findings from a study by Giacomini et al. [55] show that a stick approach is a more effective motivator for sustainability reporting adoption by local governments in Italy. This suggests that Ontario could influence the adoption of sustainability and climate change reporting by municipalities through increased coercive pressure [36,71].



For municipalities in Ontario, sustainability and climate change planning and reporting remain largely voluntary, with the exception of O Reg 507/18, which was revoked in 2023 and replaced by O Reg 25/23. The plan publication requirements under section 9 of the O Reg 25/23 were adjusted to a 31 July 2024 deadline for municipalities to make their plan available online. This delay weakens pressure on municipalities to plan and report on GHG emission reduction.



Municipalities throughout Ontario can voluntarily become members of the Partners for Climate Protection (PCP) program. The PCP program offers Canadian municipalities support to help them reduce GHG emissions [72]. This initiative led by ICLEI—Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI) and the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) freely provides access to resources, including a five-step Milestone Framework that guides municipalities through inventorying GHG emissions, setting reduction targets, climate action planning, implementation, monitoring progress, and reporting results [72,73]. While non-financial disclosures are often more externally focused, sustainability accounting can offer internal benefits to evaluate the municipality’s operations [74]. Through the practice of reporting, municipalities can enhance their understanding of how their operations interact with and impact the economy, environment, and society [65,75,76]. This provides local governments with the opportunity to align and evaluate their goals and actions with broader policy goals, including the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Paris Agreement.



Both sustainability and climate change planning are important. If Canada is aiming to reach the goals of the 2030 Agenda, more action is required from all stakeholders, including provinces, territories, and municipalities. Whether this requires a more holistic approach with an overarching sustainability plan compared with having multiple stand-alone topic-specific plans (i.e., climate change), monitoring and evaluation followed by reliable reporting are integral parts of the governance process [2].




5.3. Factors Influencing Reporting Uptake in Ontario


Based on previous studies that investigated sustainability reporting at the local level in different countries, there was an expectation that there would be limited uptake by municipalities in Ontario, Canada, and that environmental themes would not be well represented [24,26,48]. On the other hand, Navarro-Galera et al. [65,77] and Ortiz-Rodríguez et al. [26] demonstrated through their results that when considering the administrative culture of the municipality, the uptake of sustainability reporting is greater among Anglo-Saxon countries in comparison with Nordic and Southern European countries. This pointed to the possibility of greater uptake in Ontario, Canada, due to it being part of the Anglo-Saxon cluster. Consistent with other studies (i.e., Tagesson et al. [68]) population size is a contributing factor to information disclosure level, with all stand-alone sustainability reporting municipalities having more than 75,000 residents.



Another variable that emerged during the initial stage of the empirical research and was investigated in stage two was the direct mention of funding through the FCM. The findings show that only 14% of the seven stand-alone sustainability reports analyzed included an acknowledgment of funding. These results could indicate that stand-alone sustainability reporting is more dependent on the human resources available through a collaborative approach rather than the availability of financial resources, despite both variables being noted as a barrier to reporting in Australia [78]. Results from the planning documents content analysis in stage two produced different results since the FCM funding appeared to influence uptake by the municipalities. This is relevant to reporting uptake since monitoring and reporting are integral to the planning process and could be an enforceable condition for receiving financial support from higher levels of government or other funders.




5.4. Future Research Directions


This research was designed to capture data related to sustainability and climate change reporting by local governments in Ontario, Canada. While some determination on the quantity of reports was assessed, with methods of dissemination identified, and some influential factors observed, this research did not examine the quality of reporting. Nor did this research examine what motivated voluntary external stakeholder reporting. Best practices cannot be identified without empirical studies on reporting quality and motivations by gathering data with surveys, interviews, and content analysis [3,21,36,55]. Additionally, future research can explore beyond Ontario to include municipalities across Canada. A cross-Canada study could provide empirical evidence on how provinces and territories influence the adoption of sustainability reporting at the local level.



Although it was briefly noted within this paper, a sufficient examination of the dual responsibility of local governments as key actors in Canada’s quest toward sustainability was not carried out. Municipalities are community leaders with the ability to mobilize policy tools aligned with sustainable development and inspire action from a variety of stakeholder groups due to their proximity to citizens [57,79]. In addition, municipalities are organizations that can apply principles of corporate sustainability [47,66]. Despite the connection between the two, they are distinct functions that were not sufficiently described in this study. For example, sustainability and climate change plans were not separated depending on whether they were corporate-centric or community-focused [80]; instead, they were lumped together when data were gathered. Future research could explore the concept of double materiality [42,70] to capture the use of reporting to communicate the interaction of sustainability and climate change with the municipal organization, as well as the impact that the organization has on the community.



Given the significance of meaningful action beyond reconciliation as part of Canada achieving the goals of the 2030 Agenda [1,81] and the recent passing of Bill C-15 on the United Nations Declaration of Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) [82], future research on sustainability reporting by local governments should include Indigenous peoples and communities within its scope.





6. Conclusions


This study was designed to establish data and gain an initial understanding of the extent to which local governments are planning and reporting on sustainability and climate performance, responding to calls for empirical research in the public sector [3,55]. The research conducted aimed to investigate the level of sustainability and climate reporting by local governments in Ontario, Canada, through a content analysis of reports and plans from 38 municipalities. Further, it reviewed existing literature in this emerging field to help shape the research.



Research Contributions


This study contributes to the growing field of sustainability and climate change planning and reporting by municipalities and offers empirical evidence specific to Ontario, Canada. Although the results of this research are limited to report quantity, dissemination methods, and examination of influential variables for the sample municipalities, key findings were produced. Jones [60] had similar findings by showing that reporting, which is meant to provide transparent disclosures on progress and enhance accountability, was the weakest aspect of the performance measurement process of municipalities examined in their study. Adding to the field’s understanding of the connection between planning and reporting, we observed that plans were published at a higher rate than reports.



This empirical research had similar findings to other studies [18,23], with evidence that municipalities had different ways of disseminating sustainability and climate change information (i.e., different subject focus and reporting media types). Unique to our research was the finding that new stand-alone sustainability plans are declining over time, which could signal an anticipated decline in the number of stand-alone sustainability reports published by municipalities in the future. We also provide evidence that the most usual form of reporting sustainability information was through the annual report, which is another indication that stand-alone sustainability reporting could experience a decline.



Lastly, it is important to note that even with O Reg 507/18, which was the provincial regulation that was in effect during the period that data were gathered for this study, external stakeholders were not guaranteed public-facing documents through a municipality’s website. Since municipalities produce a variety of plans, the level of accessible reports should be improved, especially as local governments seek to legitimize their actions, engage with their stakeholders, and be recognized for their leadership.
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Figure 1. Sustainability and climate change plans and reports. 
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Figure 2. Planning and reporting trends. 
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Figure 3. Energy Conservation and Demand Management plan status. 
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Table 1. List of sample municipalities.






Table 1. List of sample municipalities.





	
Single-Tier Municipalities (n = 30)






	
City of Barrie

	
City of London

	
County of Brant




	
City of Belleville

	
City of Orillia

	
Haldimand County




	
City of Brantford

	
City of Ottawa

	
Municipality of Chatham-Kent




	
City of Brockville

	
City of Pembroke

	
Norfolk County




	
City of Cornwall

	
City of Peterborough

	
Prince Edward County




	
City of Greater Sudbury

	
City of St. Thomas

	
Town of Prescott




	
City of Guelph

	
City of Stratford

	
Town of Smiths Falls




	
City of Hamilton

	
City of Toronto

	
Town of St. Marys




	
City of Kawartha Lakes

	
City of Windsor

	
Town of Gananoque




	
City of Kingston

	
City of Quinte West

	
Township of Pelee




	
Upper-Tier Municipalities (n = 8)




	
District Municipality of Muskoka

	
Oxford County

	
Region of Waterloo




	
Halton Region

	
Peel Region

	
York Region




	
Niagara Region

	
Region of Durham

	











 





Table 2. Types of document searches.






Table 2. Types of document searches.





	Search
	Description





	A
	Stand-alone sustainability report with performance-based disclosures.



	B 1
	Stand-alone climate change or energy/emissions report with performance-based disclosures.



	C 2
	Annual report that includes sustainability disclosures (performance based).



	D
	Sustainability plan (or some variation—focused on one or more SDG).



	E
	Climate change action plan or some variation of this title.



	F
	Strategic plan that contains sustainability priorities, goals, targets, and/or indicators.



	G 3
	Energy Conservation and Demand Management (ECDM) plan (required as part of Ontario Regulation (O Reg) 507/18).







1 This report went beyond a GHG inventory document and was independent of the ECDM plan (see search G). This report was presented to multiple stakeholder groups rather than presented solely to a single committee or the municipal council in the form of a staff report. 2 A link was only included if the report/document/plan discloses sustainability information based on the 17 SDGs, including targets and indicators (General Assembly resolution 71/313, 2017). 3 An updated plan should have been made available on a municipality’s website in 2019 (based on O. Reg 507/18). Note: Effective 23 February 2023, this Regulation was revoked and revised as O Reg 25/23.













 





Table 3. Stage one document search steps.






Table 3. Stage one document search steps.





	Step
	Action





	1
	Locate the section of the website dedicated to government operations.



	2
	Scan the subpage to find any of the following documents: sustainability report, climate change report, annual report, sustainability plan, climate action plan, strategic plan, or the O Reg 507/18 ECDM plan.



	3
	Scan other subpages on the municipality’s website to find any of the documents not found in step 1 and step 2, including the sustainability report, climate change report, annual report, sustainability plan, climate action plan, strategic plan, or the O Reg 507/18 ECDM plan.



	4
	To locate additional documents that were not found in step 3, enter the words “sustain”, “sustainability”, “climate change”, “climate action”, “annual report”, “strategic plan”, “507/18”, and “energy conservation and demand management” into the website’s search function.



	5
	Review, when applicable, the first 5 pages or 50 items of results to locate additional documents according to the Excel tracking sheet that were not recorded in steps 1–3.



	6
	If a document cannot be located after completing steps 1–5, CNL (could not locate) is noted under the corresponding heading.



	7
	Upon completion of all municipalities, steps 1–6 are repeated to “audit” the entries and update as necessary (this is done to increase the accuracy of the data).



	8
	The last step involves allocating either a “1” for the presence of a document or a “0” for the non-presence of a document.
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