ENLIGHTENED SELF-INTEREST
Embrace positive

power of business

Corporate social responsibility is a public
expectation, write Leeora Black and Paul Hohnen.

into corporate social

responsibility (CSR) is

unlikely to result in major
changes to Australian corporate
law. However, as the inquiry
itself demonstrates, politicians
from all parties — reflecting the
changing business and social
environment — are looking for
new ways to harness the power
of business to increase the
positive impacts it has, and
reduce the negative.

There are many reasons why
Australians and their govern-
ment want to see Australian
corpormations acting as good
corporate citizens, Apart from
the fact that companies that are
responsive to social and
;?a:;es work mimy:fd“:é

o ; 5
evidence of the competitive,
financial and management
advantages.

Why else would major
international companies such as
Wal-Mart — an icon for many
of what's wrong with big
business — now be committing
to become more responsible?

Here are two steps that
would help Australian business
improve both its reputation and
performance.

1. Mandate social and
environmental reporting.

A corporation is only
required to report its financial
performance and environmental
regulations it may be subject to.
There is no obligation to
respond to the risks and
opportunities that come from

T HE pardiamentary inquiry

social and environmental issues.

Governments looking to
business to provide solutions for
sustainable development, CEOs
needing a complete picture of
their operations, investors
looking to weigh up the quality
of business ement and
consumers all deserve better
information about corporate
performance on social and
environmental issues,

met:ahlu maodel for
exp corparate reporting
already exists in the form of the
Australian Stock Exchange

Corporate Governance Guide-
lines. These guidelines have
been widely adopted since they
were published two years ago,
TI';g’umquim companies to
disclose their corporate govern-
ance practices or, if they don't,
explain why not.

2, Appoint a minister for
mt}}m!e bility,

wants to

t bt out of business, It
needs (o ensure that it has the
right framework for monitoring
and encouraging the best per-
formance. The official signals
of ataiable detelobt
of sustal -_
are unclear,

While a number of initiatives
exist, such as the Community-
Business Partnership and
various Department of Environ-
ment and Heritage programs,
these are administered by
different departments,

A ministerial portfolio for
corporate responsibility,
combined in the long term with
a Department of Susiainable
Dw?ibpmem — along the lines
Sweden has created — would
help the government
co-ordinate its policies and
increase dialogue between
government, business and civil
mﬁ unn CSR maitl:rF,

epartment of Trade
and Industry in Britain also
provides a galeway to corporate
social responsibility, with
policies that take into account
economic growth, the
environment and social

gress,

Rising social expectations of
business will not abate. CSR
provides an ideal tool to better
understand and respond to
those expectations. It deserves
serious government attention.
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