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Abstract 
The present research focuses on the Public Forest Service’s accountability practices. The Public 
Forest Service in Greece is used as a research case. This organization produces annually an “Activ-
ity Report” based on lagging indicators, presenting to the public past activities in order to manage 
forest and natural resources in Greece. However, there is no information about negative impacts, 
no target setting and no indication about sustainability reporting practices. Therefore, the factors 
that could push the Public Forest Service in Greece to improve its sustainability reporting are ex-
plored. Discussions with the expert foresters who are responsible for the data collection and con-
struction of the organization’s Activity Report take place for finding out the drivers and barriers of 
improving such a report to a sustainability report. The results show that the determinants can be 
divided into internal and external and that in the current framework it will be very difficult for the 
organization to use methods and indicators that could increase its accountability and sustainabil-
ity reporting practices. 
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1. Introduction 
This paper researches the determinant factors which can lead Public Forest Service in Greece to make the transi-
tion from simply publishing an Activity Report to produce and disclose a Sustainability Report for the augmen-
tation of its accountability. Public Sector Sustainability Reporting has been discussed a lot in the literature [1], 
but no research has been found either for the Greek public sector or for a specialized sector like the Public For-
est Service. Generally, in Greece sustainability reporting is an unsystematic and mostly voluntary activity [2]. 
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The compliance for reporting is demanded regularly by environmental management systems such as Eco-Mana- 
gement and Audit Scheme and the organizations report the minimum required information [3]. They mostly re-
port on positive impacts and avoid the “hard facts” of social and environmental reporting [2]. They usually use 
the GRI guidelines as no guidelines have ever been formed by the Government [3].  

No reporting guidelines in Greece have also been formed for the public sector organizations. The few public 
organizations that report on something are municipalities or administrative regions, and united sectors like the 
Public Forest Service [4]. All these organizations usually report on their public expenditure, an “initiative-fo- 
cused” reporting; municipalities and administrative regions report on expenditure and actions for the environ-
ment, social policy, education and culture, while forest service on its expenditure for the sustainable manage-
ment and protection of forest resources [5]. Forest Service’s Activity Report has been one of the first produced 
since almost two decades ago.  

Forest service has some distinct characteristics compared to other public agencies. Forest service works for 
the provision of critically important environmental products and services such as biodiversity conservation, 
oxygen, wood, quarry species, carbon sequestration, and protection from floods among others. It manages a big 
share of natural capital, such as forests and forest land. Therefore, it does not only need to provide its environ-
mental products, which sometimes other sectors’ organizations may use as procurement to improve their envi-
ronmental performance (for example, wood from sustainably managed forests), but it should produce these 
products and services in a sustainable way [6]. Generally, organizations with an environmental mandate, like the 
Forest Service, are expected to perform better compared to other organizations [7]. 

Due to the reason that the Public Forest Service in Greece is a pioneer in producing Activity reports, in this 
paper it is explored the following research question: what are the drivers and the barriers that can push or hinder 
this public organization to move forward and produce the first sustainability report in Greece by such a public 
organization? For the objective of the research qualitative discussions with Public Forest Service managers 
(foresters) took place. 

2. Public Sector Sustainability Accounting and Reporting 
Environmental performance of private sector organizations has been thoroughly explored in the literature the 
last three decades [8]. Several developed countries recognized the impacts of industries and corporations pro-
duction process to the natural environment and put pressures for increasing their environmental behavior. They 
also asked for a transparent transition to such a performance by pressing private sector to report on its environ-
mental activities [9]. However, the linear correlation of environmental performance and environmental reporting 
was not always positive [10] [11].  

The introduction of Global Reporting Initiative’s Guidelines for Environmental Reporting was a first step for 
the transition from just paying attention to the environment to a more sustainable operation [12]. Now, the pri-
vate sector is pressured to integrate the social, environmental and economic aspect of sustainability, improve its 
performance, implement sustainability management control systems, and report on its activities [13]-[15].  

The public and non-governmental sectors were later affected by the above pressures, too [16] [17]. The calls 
for an improvement in their sustainability performance and reporting were not as many as in the private sector, 
although their cumulative impact is as likely important [18]. There are some scholars who believe that these 
sectors are those who have to lead by example [19]. They may also discriminate the agencies with environmen-
tal mandate compared to other public agencies [7]. 

The term of sustainability accounting has been introduced in the literature for more than ten years now [20]. It 
is a term which gradually replaced and put under its “umbrella” the terms of social and environmental account-
ing, triple-bottom line accounting and other relevant terms [21]. Researchers have tried to find out what this 
term includes in general and specifically, and define it [20] [21]. However, corporate practice has shown that it 
can be used with different meanings, from a “buzzword” to a “pragmatic goal driven set of tools” [21]. The goal 
driven interpretation of sustainability accounting is the integrated approach to sustainable issues, which not only 
is relevant to legislative and stakeholder pressure, but it is also driven by ethical reasons [21].  

This approach seems to be the one that best fits the public sector as being concerned with promoting values 
such as public good, social justice and sustainable communities, so it can lead by example in promoting sustai-
nability accounting [22] [23]. Some of the reasons why GRI produced the pilot version of public sector’s guide-
lines [24] were the fact that it could promote transparency and accountability in the sector, and that it has a ma-
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jor impact on national and global progress towards sustainable development [25]. However, some critic says that 
such guidelines for public and third sector organizations usually do not contribute to sustainability [17] since 
they have a managerialist approach to it, rather than an ecological approach [17] [26]. On the other hand, these 
guidelines can help managers within such organizations realize the “full” picture of their operation and improve 
their decision making for the benefit of environment and society [1] [19] [27]. Specific guidelines for public 
sector sustainability accounting have been issued only by GRI [24], while more general guidelines that can be 
used both by corporate or public organizations have been issued by GRI, Account Ability framework, United 
Nations Global Compact and other organizations [28]. 

Sustainability accounting for public sector has been mainly examined through the reporting dimension. The 
majority of research has focused on the drivers that push public sector to report on sustainability issues, and the 
aspects covered by public sector’s sustainability reports [1] [29] [30]. Reference [31] found that public authori-
ties’ environmental reporting disclosure was positively related to the development of environmental manage-
ment systems within these organizations. Recently it was found that the reporting activities of some public sec-
tor agencies have been reduced in the last years [32] [33], but there are still some new trends by the sector, like 
reporting on biodiversity issues, though not very encouraging [34]. 

The reasons why some public organizations measure and disclose sustainability issues seem to be no manda-
tory. Reference [1] found that Australian public sector reports on a voluntary basis and due to some key persons 
within the organization who took the initiative to produce such reports. Their objective is to inform mostly the 
internal organizations about sustainability issues. Generally, Australia and New Zealand have favored public 
agency sustainability reporting due to the existence of the Centre for Public Agency Sustainability Reporting 
that helped public organizations adopt such a policy [35]. The issues that are measured and discussed in the re-
ports of the Australian agencies are mostly non-monetary and declarative, while they are mostly oriented on la-
bor practices and decent work [30]. Reference [36] confirms that local councils in Australian coastal regions 
provide low disclosures for their environmental expenditures, and finds high disclosures on water and biodiver-
sity issues. Reference [37] finds the social aspect of sustainability reporting to be favored among local govern-
ment sector authorities in Australia; sustainability information is less and is some way off, but there is some 
room for improvement, according to the researchers. Reference [38] finds that local public councils, which are 
the closest administrative unit to citizens, may play a significant role in promoting sustainability and that stake-
holder engagement in the production of these councils’ sustainability reports is a key issue for this objective.  

In New Zealand [39] find that local government sustainability reporting is not prompted by an idealistic desire 
to help on the way to a sustainable world, but by more managerial reasons like leadership, accountability and fi-
nancial incentives. When it comes to biodiversity reporting in New Zealand public authorities, [40] finds that 
regional and unitary authorities are more likely to report on biodiversity issues compared to territorial authorities, 
and that the quantity and quality of information is not guided by an institutional framework. In Spain [41] find 
that social and environmental information on the reports of Spanish municipalities is very rare, especially com-
pared to financial information and it may be influenced negatively by the presence of conservative political par-
ties in the government. For the same country [42] and [43] find that the quantity of sustainability information in 
regional governments’ reports is dependent on socio-economic factors such as population density and level of 
education, and on e-government factors such as broadband availability. Legitimacy and accountability reasons 
are the motivations for sustainability reporting in Italian local councils [44]. New trends in public sector report-
ing like climate change (carbon) and biodiversity reporting show that public organizations do not report suffi-
cient information about these issues [34] [45]. 

From this literature review, Table 1 can be extracted, which shows the determinants for sustainability report-
ing in public organizations, and the content of the respective reports. 

3. Methodology 
The research method was the following: for finding out the current reporting practices of Public Forest Service 
in Greece, its annual report was used as case study [4]. The organization issues an annual Activity Report in-
forming stakeholders generally about its actions for forests in whole Greece and the financial resources spent or 
invested for these actions. The 2010 report was checked in terms of the sustainability information content in-
cluded. Additionally, two qualitative discussions (with open questions) took place in the central offices of the 
organization with two foresters-managers. The one interview took place with the expert forester (First Expert)  
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Table 1. Determinants for sustainability reporting and its content in public organizations.                                        

Public Sector Sustainability Reporting 

Determinants Content 

No mandatory (voluntary) Non-monetary information 

Key persons’ initiative Mainly social (labor practices) information 

Internal information Low disclosure on environmental expenditure 

Managerial instead of sustainability reasons Not sufficient information on environmental, biodiversity, and 
climate change issues 

Guided by voluntary and not institutional frameworks  

Legitimacy and accountability reasons  

 
who is responsible for the data collection and, who voluntarily some years ago decided to construct the Forest 
Service Activity Report. 

The second discussion took place with the forester-director (Second Expert) of the new Department of Forest 
Statistics which resumed in late 2014. Generally, a research interviewing experts is common in social and eco-
nomic sciences [46], and is used when specialized information has to be obtained [47]. However, for such re-
search a minimum of 6 to 12 experts is the optimum number [48]. In this research two experts were available, 
however it is believed that their experience gives a clear picture for the drivers and barriers of sustainability re-
porting in Public Forest Service in Greece, as they are presented in the results section. 

4. Results 
4.1. Contents of Activity Report and Sustainability Information 
As it is expected from an organization working for an environmental sector like forestry, the content includes 
enough business-as-usual environmental information. The report presents 27 tables with information about ex-
penses for forestry works such as timber production, forest roads, seedlings production, hunting-fishing, refore-
station and afforestation, National Parks, grasslands, forest conservation, and supervision of private forestry. In-
formation is also given about quantities of seedlings produced, hunting licenses sold, grassland improvement, 
CITES convention licenses sold, area in hectares of reforested or afforested land, forest fires and hectares of 
burned forest land. The information given is mostly in numbers. There is no target set, no benchmarks, and no 
explanation why, for example, seedlings production has been reduced from 5.5 in 2009 to 4.9 in 2010 million 
trees. Although sustainable forest management is described as one of the main principles of Greek forestry, no 
hectare of Greek forests is certified by a certification scheme (for example, Forest Stewardship Council or Sus-
tainable Forest Initiative) for its sustainability. No information is given about the negative environmental im-
pacts of the production process of the organization, such as that of timber production, or positive environmental 
impacts of reforestation (for example, CO2 sequestration). No information is given about social impacts, such as 
accidents of forest works, or positive social impacts, such as occupation of mountainous people in forest works. 
The report seems to be mainly an initiative focused reporting, including “light” information, and no “hard facts”. 

Sustainability information is practically non-existent in this Activity Report. Although, for instance, sustaina-
ble forest management is described as one of the main principles of Greek forestry, it is not apparent that it is 
achieved. In our question to the two experts if the Forest Service in Greece manages its forests sustainably, the 
foresters answered in an affirmative manner. However, they admitted that this is not shown clearly in the report. 
The first expert explained that it is difficult to prove something like that when there is not a new account of the 
National Forest Capital. The last national forest inventory in Greece took place in 1992. In order to include more 
sustainability information in the current report a change in the structure of Forest Service has to take place ac-
cording to the forester. The current structure does not allow someone to work only on collecting the data and 
forming sustainability reporting indicators. The second expert explained that the personnel is rather old now and 
due to the financial crisis in Greece, no new personnel is hired to work on such issues. 

The first expert was not aware either of the GRI’s sustainability indicators (including the indicators for public 
agencies [24]) or Global Compact’s ones. When they were presented to him, he said that some information can 
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be disclosed directly if someone decides to follow GRI’s structure for the presentation of the report. For other 
indicators, though not very hard to disclose, much work has to be done to organize the regional forest offices to 
send this kind of information. He mentioned that sometimes it is impossible to collect some data from the re-
gional forest offices for the current indicators that are used in the Activity Report. If new indicators are to be 
demanded then he disputes that the central offices could ever collect a representative sample from the regional 
offices. 

Compared to findings about reporting content in Table 1, there is an inverted situation; there is enough envi-
ronmental information and its expenditure, and no social information; however, the environmental information 
is the business-as-usual picture of the organization, and not sustainability-driven information. 

4.2. Drivers for Reporting 
In our question to the First Expert for which the main drivers were so that the Forest Service initiated a report at 
first place, the answer was that voluntary reasons were mostly the case. The forest statistics department collects 
information about the indicators mentioned above. This information is obligatory to be sent by the regional for-
est offices (in total 103), which operate all over Greece, to the central Forest Service in Athens. So, when the 
current forester was moved in the department, he decided to form a report which mainly consisted of tables and 
figures. 

There were no institutional pressures to initiate such a report, or pressures by other stakeholders. At first, this 
report was not published to the general public. It was sent to the Prime Minister and the Ministers of Environ-
ment and Agriculture so that they get informed about the annual activities of Public Forest Service. It was also 
sent to other public agencies and the regional forest offices in Greece. By forming this report and sending it to 
the Government, the Forest Service tried to make them aware of its existence, strengthen its position compared 
to other agencies, and secure its government funding, which is usually very parsimonious for the forest sector. 
So, this is an indication that the organization tried to manage its reputation by reporting. From 2002 the Activity 
Report started being published on the internet. 

However, this report is based only on lagging indicators, it reports no goals, no strategy, or whether the tar-
gets were achieved during the reporting period or not. The forester mentioned that it plays little role in the man-
agement decisions of the agency, but this is the only way to form the report. Compared to Table 1 findings 
about reporting, the literature is confirmed in how a public organization initiates a non-mandatory report; the 
reporting activity in the Greek Public Forest Service started due to the voluntary will of a key person in the or-
ganization, and it was used for managerial reasons, for securing the Government funding. By this one could ar-
gue that voluntary disclosure provides reputation benefits even though stakeholders don’t make pressures for 
having access to that information. 

4.3. Drivers and Barriers for Sustainability Reporting 
The first expert was questioned if the Forest Service estimates its negative environmental impact by using me-
thods like Material Flow Cost Accounting (for example in order to estimate the cost of the non-product outputs 
resulting from the operation either of the offices or from the work in forests during the wood production process, 
or the operation of public farms) [6]. The answer was negative. He could understand the environmental impact 
of the wood production process, but he seemed unaware that the impact of the office operation can be translated 
into a non-product output. He also seemed not to have thought the fact that some of the forest service’s activities 
have positive externalities for the society, for example afforestation of non-forested areas through carbon se-
questration, and the missing opportunity of the organization to present a positive image to the public. Addition-
ally, he mentioned that he was unaware of methods like Material Flow Cost Accounting, especially because of 
the fact that such methods are new and coming from other scientific disciplines. He believed that new personnel 
have to enter in the organization with knowledge about such methodologies and desire to work on such issues. 

In the question about which factors may affect the integration of sustainability performance measurement and 
leading indicators in the existing reporting scheme, he answered that he did not expect pressures from the gov-
ernment. He did not believe either in a Greek legislation change about reporting of public agencies. However, he 
believed that the Forest Service should indeed try to increase its sustainability performance measurement, set a 
number of leading indicators and generally change its strategy, because he felt that, when initiatives like GRI 
exist in voluntary terms, it will not take long to become mandatory; especially, as Greece is a member of the 
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European Union and much of its sustainability legislation comes after compliance with EU law. Thus, the Forest 
Service should be ready to comply with such a situation in the future. 

Finally, he felt that education on sustainability accounting and reporting was missing for the foresters in this 
agency. He was unaware of most of methodologies discussed and no one had educated him or other members of 
the Forest Service for such issues. He believed that in the current structure of the forest agency it seemed very 
difficult that someone could have the time and the desire to take the initiative and try to apply methodologies 
like Material Flow Cost Accounting and Sustainability Reporting. 

The Second Expert believed that there should take place an effective re-organization of where the current 
personnel work. He admitted that the resumed forest statistics department lacks of educated in statistics person-
nel, and that few old people working there are almost unaware of handling computer software. He confirmed 
that the current personnel in Forest Service is not in favor of learning and applying new methodologies, and this 
will get worse as many people retire and no new personnel is added. The remaining personnel are so 
over-occupied with the current duties that adding new duties to them would simply produce no result. 

5. Discussion  
As an organization with an environmental mandate, Greek Public Forest Service’s Reporting on sustainability 
issues would augment its accountability. As a public agency, this organization has many stakeholders who are 
interested in its operation, though they do not demand it. The organization should form a number of suitable in-
dicators for monitoring its impacts, should set some targets, and explain each year why these targets have been 
met or not. Examples of possible indicators could be the energy spent for 1 m3 of wood product, or the percen-
tage of hunted species which come from releases to the total number of released species [6]. Of course, the or-
ganization could also report on positive environmental impacts that occur from the CO2 sequestration as a result 
of the forest management practices and the reforestations or afforestations. 

For implementing all these, however, it is confirmed firstly that both internal and external factors affect the 
situation of sustainability reporting either by driving it or by hindering it, as other similar research have revealed 
[49]. Determinants such as reputation of the organization stimulate at first the existence of the reporting practic-
es in Greek Forest Service. This is an internal pressure which drives the production of the annual report. This 
may be a novel finding for this research field, since even though stakeholders do not demand the publication of 
the report, the organization earns reputation benefits. On the other hand, internal reasons such as the structure of 
the organization hinders the quality of the report, its speed of publication, and the inclusion of more sustainabil-
ity information confirming previous researchers [6] [19] [50] who assume that a systematic and reliable data 
collection and analysis department is a prerequisite for sustainability management. 

Education seems to be a factor which hinders the implementation of sustainability accounting methods, like 
material flow cost accounting, and the integration of such indicators into sustainability reporting. The fore-
sters-managers of the Greek Forest Service are unaware of GRI indicators or Environmental Management Ac-
counting methods. Additionally, the current structure of the organization with its employees getting older, with-
out new foresters to be employed (due to the Greek economic downturn the last years) makes it difficult to 
change the business-as-usual situation. The fact, also, that, according to the Activity Report, in the Greek Forest 
Service mainly foresters are employed, while in other countries such as United States they consist only the 30% 
of the personnel [51], is an indicator that it is difficult for interdisciplinary issues to emerge in the service and it 
can be assumed reasonable that sustainability reporting and performance measurement are not in the high list of 
priorities for the sector. 

On the other hand, the cost reduction offered by methods such as Material Flow Cost Accounting seems to be 
a driver for the inclusion of such practices in the everyday work of the agency. Additionally, the compliance 
with future regulation seems that can put pressure on the existent personnel to try and integrate some of the 
knowledge obtained after the interview. 

Table 2 summarizes the drivers and barriers of sustainability reporting in the Public Forest Service in Greece, 
which are divided into internal and external. 

6. Conclusions 
The present research tried to understand the determinant factors that might affect the inclusion of sustainability  
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Table 2. Determinants for sustainability reporting in the public forest service in Greece.                                        

Drivers Barriers 

Internal External Internal External 

Voluntary work Compliance with future EU 
environmental legislation Current structure of the organization No stakeholders’ pressures 

Key person initiative  Aged personnel No legislation about reporting 

Managerial reasons  Personnel consisting only  
from foresters  

Reputation  Lack of education and time  

Cost reduction  Not suitable personnel in the statistics 
department  

 
information in the current reporting system of the Greek Public Forest Service. It occurred because of the au-
thors’ belief that public sector organizations with an environmental mandate should lead by example in sustai-
nability issues and have a transparent and accountable operation. Especially, the Forest Service which is the first 
that used the word and the substance of sustainability in its work [52]. 

The drivers and barriers for this to happen can be divided into internal and external. The internal drivers in-
clude the voluntary work of one forester working in a department which is not obliged to produce annual reports; 
additionally, the need for enhancing the organization’s reputation into the society but especially into the Gov-
ernment organizations, which may secure its funding and its existence; finally, cost reduction issues occurring 
from the application of methods such as Material Flow Cost Accounting. The internal barriers are related to the 
current structure of the organization, where there are difficulties in the collection and analysis of sustainability 
information; the personnel, additionally, is getting older with limited desire to change the business-as-usual 
work; and finally, there is a lack of education to the foresters to administrate such work, together with a lack of 
an interdisciplinary personnel. The external driver is mainly a possible future need to comply with new envi-
ronmental laws that will make sustainability performance and reporting mandatory. External barriers are rele-
vant to the fact that there is no institutional pressure for the public sector to report on sustainability issues.  

Further research is needed for finding out if Forest Service in other countries produces sustainability reports 
and the factors that affect such practices. 
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