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Independent Verification Statement

Scope and objectives

csr network was commissioned by FirstGroup to provide independent verification of the corporate responsibility information and data within the FirstGroup 2003 Corporate Responsibility Report.

The goal of such verification is to provide assurance to FirstGroup’s stakeholders as to the completeness and accuracy of the report, as well as to provide feedback to FirstGroup itself on its CSR programme.  The specific objectives were to:

· comment on the report against the materiality, completeness and responsiveness of the reporting and on the company’s social and environmental programme

· check claims and review the arrangements for the management of social and environmental issues and the systems for collection of data.  

The verfication process was conducted with reference to the AA1000 Assurance Standard (2003).  Financial performance information contained within the report was excluded from the scope of this verification process.

Responsibilities of the directors of FirstGroup and the verification providers

The directors of FirstGroup had sole responsibility for preparation of the report.  

This statement represents our opinion.  We have no other contract with FirstGroup, although the consultant who prepared FirstGoup’s report has links with csr network.  We have endeavoured to achieve a balance between the interests of the various stakeholder groups in preparing this statement.

The independent assurance team for this contract with FirstGroup comprised Mark Line, Adrian Henriques and Hope Sherwin.  Further information about csr network, including a statement of competencies relating to the team can be found at www.csrnetwork.com.

Method

The independent assurance process was conducted through meetings at FirstGroup premises in the UK with managers at Group and business unit level responsible for areas of management and stakeholder relationships covered by the report, and for collating the UK data and information on which the report text and data are based.  This report focuses on the UK impacts of FirstGroup; our verification did not include checking of US operations’ issues, data or systems.

During these meetings, claims were discussed and a review was undertaken of the systems and processes for data collection and analysis.  Specific data were checked for consistency against these systems and processes.  We did not directly witness any stakeholder dialogue.  In addition, we visited a number of local bus depots, where local management arrangements were discussed and specific performance data were checked with local management representatives.  We also contacted selected stakeholders to discuss FirstGroup’s performance.

The assurance process included interviews and document reviews to assess the company’s reporting and management process against the principles of materiality, completeness and responsiveness as described in the AA1000 Assurance Standard (2003).

Opinion

On the basis of the method and scope of work undertaken and the information provided to us by FirstGroup, we have found that formal management systems for environmental issues and for health and safety are robust and the data accurate.  The level and quality of reporting has significantly improved in this year’s report, particularly that which deals with social issues. Performance data for health and safety and customer issues is also presented in greater detail this year.  However systems for social engagement and reporting are still at an early stage.  Our observations against the AA1000 Assurance Standard principles are set out below.

Materiality

The majority of relevant health, safety and environmental issues are covered.  It is welcome that some details of FirstGroup’s US activities are described, however to give a complete picture of FirstGroup’s impact, its operations and stakeholders in the US need to be included more systematically.  

Fuel consumption by the bus and train fleets should have a much higher priority and detail should be provided of the impact of bus route changes, including reductions, and rail service recovery post-Hatfield.  The report should also deal more fully with a wider range of stakeholders, such as accident victims, local authorities, Network Rail, unions and regulators.  

Completeness

Overall health, safety and environmental systems appear well and systematically managed.  Group-wide health, safety and environment policies and the work to develop a model-based approach to evaluating the impact of fleet changes on total air emission burden are good examples.  

Extensive stakeholder consultations take place on major initiatives; FirstGroup is aware that these need to be extended across the UK.  Social issues in general are not covered within an overarching plan based on the identification of stakeholders.  The structure of the group, particularly for bus operations, comprises many local companies which facilitates local community contact.  It also requires group-wide policies and systems to ensure appropriate implementation of stakeholder engagements across the group.

Responsiveness

It is welcome that major issues affecting customers and communities are the subject of consultations.  FirstGroup has recognised the success of these consultation initiatives in Bristol and elsewhere and intends to build on this.  

Benchmarking and targeting could be further developed within the management, consultation and reporting process.  Further tangible and quantifiable targets, covering significant areas of social performance in particular, would be useful.  There is also a role for Group management to establish and review social performance against relevant objectives and targets.
Recommendations for future reports

Future reports should ensure that all material issues are covered.  Further detail on the company’s social and environmental governance and risk management arrangements and on stakeholder consultations would be useful.  It would also be useful to set the company’s past performance in all areas in the context of objectives and targets and of the company’s overall vision for sustainability.  

Future reports could provide additional analysis of data, showing absolute as well as relative and normalised figures in most cases, such as for journey delays.  Breakdowns of impacts geographically, where appropriate, would also be useful, for example for community issues or for the age of the bus fleet.  These could also be related to the government’s quality of life indicators.

It may be useful for future reporting strategy to consider making use of the local company structure, possibly supplemented by the internet, to deliver more detailed local reporting.

Recommendations for FirstGroup’s social and environmental programme

Given the nature of FirstGroup’s business, there is an opportunity to explore the relationships between social, economic and environmental impacts.  The trade-offs and reinforcements involved in providing sustainable transport are both complex and unavoidable.  They could be made the centrepiece of FirstGroup’s sustainability strategy, management system and reporting.

In addition, the further integration of US operations into group management systems and the systematic transfer of best practice within the group will be important.  Methods and routines for collation of performance data across the Group, particularly for social issues, should be made more systematic.  At group level, a clear point of responsibility for social systems and data collection would greatly strengthen management of these issues.
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Mark Line, Director
Adrian Henriques, Associate      Hope Sherwin, Associate
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
csr network is a business focused, corporate social responsibility consultancy organisation, bringing together specialists from the fields of environmental management, social accounting, and sustainable development.
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