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ARE WE LIVING SUSTAINABLY? How healthy 
is our community in social, economic and environmental 
terms? Is the quality of our air and water improving or 
declining? Are local residents adequately housed? Is 
employment improving in our community? Are we creating 
a healthy community and world for our children? 

More and more communities are 
asking these questions and 
developing sustainability 
strategies, programs and local 
initiatives.1 To measure their 
progress towards sustainability, 
communities and regions such as 
the Fraser Basin , Hamilton
Wentworth, Richmond, B.C., and 
Seattle, Washington , have 
developed indicator programs 
and, in some cases, sustainability 
report cards .2 A larger context 
has been provided by the various 
conceptual frameworks, 
approaches and indicators 
developed from the perspectives 
of quality of life, environmental 
sustainability, and healthy 
communities.3 

As a contribution to this process, 
CMHC and Environment Canada 
invited indicator practitioners 
from universities, NGOs and all 
levels of government t o 
Measuring Urban Sustainability: 
Canadian Indicators Workshop. 
There, participants recommended 
the preparation of a "resource 
and how-to guide for 
municipalities to facilitate the 
initiation and maintenance of 
local indicator development and 
use. " 4 This recommendation 

subsequently led CMHC and 
Environment Canada to establish 
the Sustainable Community 
Indicators Program (SCIP) to help 
communities select, create, and 
use indicators for monitoring 
local sustainability. 

Indicator basics 
The SCIP initiative is developed 
on a number of basic premises: 

The importance of sustainability 
in cities: 
Working towards sustainability in 
cities is essential to the protection 
of our environment. As Roseland 
(1997) points out, "we have to 
remake our cities into eco-cities. 
Otherwise our cities will consume 
the countryside ." Problems such 
as urban sprawl, .greenhouse gas 

production, high levels of 
consumption and waste, 
contaminated sites, and water 
pollution are rooted in cities. It is 
there that solutions need to be 
implemented and progress 
monitored through sustainability 
indicators. 

The need for sustainability 
indicators: 
Indicators increase public 
awareness of sustainability issues 
and prompt action. They also 
assist in identifying emerging 
issues, directing new research, 
measuring progress towards 
sustainability goals in the 
community, and making 
decisions about program 
development and change. 

Careful indicator selection: 
Indicators are a way of seeing 
the big picture by looking at a 
small piece of it. 5 Sustainability 
indicators require careful 
selection of key parameters 
which, tracked over time, can 
represent trends in social, 
economic and environmental 
conditions. 

An established indicator 
development process: 
According to several 
practitioners, 6 the steps to 
developing sustainability 
indicators include: 
• defining the sustainability 

characteristics to be measured; 
• identifying the target audience 

and purpose of the indicators 
(e.g., education, science or 
policy); 

• choosing a framework for the 
indicators (e.g., goals, issues, 
sectors, or stress-condition
response); 

• defining criteria for indicator 
selection based on the 
audience and the purpose of 
the indicators; 

• identifying and evaluating the 
potential indicators based on 
the selection criteria, pilot
testing and public consultation; 
and 
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• choosing a final set of 
indicators and periodically 
reviewing them. 

All of these steps are facilitated 
by the Sustainable Community 
Indicators Program (SCIP). 

SCIP: an all-in-one tool 

The objectives of SCIP 
The overall goal of SCIP is to aid 
communities in building their 
capacity to develop and use 
indicators by: 
• providing tools and guidance 

for indicator development and 
use, 

• encouraging the exchange of 
indicators among communit ies 
and other levels of 
government, and 

• providing a core set of 
indicators for comparison. 

The software concept 
SCIP consists of a stand-alone 

software package, some core 
indicators and data, and an 
associated-web site. This kind of 
electronic product acts as a tool 
and a source of information that 
planners can use to produce 
sustainable development indica
tors. SCI P thereby enables 
planners to provide complex 
information in an easily compre
hended format, so that decision
makers and the public can identify 
priorities for altering 
unsustainable policies and 
behaviours. 

SCIP is designed to mesh with 
existing "off-the-shelf" software 
products in order to avoid 
duplication, reduce the amount of 
time and resources required, and 
build on expertise that users may 
have already developed. This 
feature has also helped to keep 
development costs and user fees 
low, thus encouraging widespread 
use. 

By taking advantage of the 
internet's massive potential for 
communication, SCIP encourages 
links between community
indicator initiatives. At the same 
time, SCIP's software helps 
communities to manage, analyze 
and report on indicators using 
their own computers, thereby 
avoiding potential problems with 
internet congestion and the 
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ongoing resource demands of an 
interactive central database. 

The components of SCIP 
The various components of SCIP 
allow users to carry out all of the 
essential functions of an indicators 
program (see Figure 1). With 
eighty pages of guidelines built 
into its "Help" function, SCIP can 
be viewed as an all-in-one centre 
for indicators work. 

A core set of indicators (with 
associated descriptions and data) 
is incorporated into the program 
to provide examples and national 
context. This set will soon include 
the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities' Quality of Life 
indicators and data. 

An organizational framework built 
into the indicator profiles allows 
users to document indicators and 
data while adding, editing, and 
updating, and then helps users to 
search for particular indicators in 
the system. The profiles "tag" 
each indicator with descriptors of 
the relevant issues and objectives, 
local government functions, 
definitions, pros and cons, 
targets, methods, and so on. 

SCIP 
Functions 

SCIP provides analysis and 
reporting capabilities that can be 
used in conjunction with existing 
tools, and allows the 
incorporation of indicators into a 
community's reporting and plan
review mechanisms.7 The 
associated web site and file utility 
let communities download 
updated core indicators and data 
to their own computers. Users 
can also exchange indicators 
(linked to the appropriate 
descriptions and data), analyses, 
reports, or simply suggestions. 

How clients use SCIP 
If a community wants to initiate 
an indicators program for 
monitoring progress towards a 
vision of sustainable 
development, a planner can 
examine the guidelines in SCIP in 
order to evaluate suggested 
processes for establishing an 
indicator program. 

Following these guidelines, the 
planner can set up a process of 
community consultation to 
decide on priority goals and 
issues. This process would 
continue into the next phase, in 
which a key set of community 
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sustainability indicators is 
determined. The planner can 
then search through the available 
core indicators, create charts and 
prepare a presentation (e.g., a 
web page) for interested 
community members. This would 
show the kinds of information 
that could be managed and 
presented using SCIP, in order to 
track progress on the priority 
goals and issues. The guidelines 
themselves contain a wealth of 
resources, including a list of 
possible indicators of community 
sustainability. 

Once the goals, issues and 
indicators are selected, the 
planner can incorporate them 
into SCIP. The indicators can be 
entered and profiled with the 
appropriate goals and issues, 
along with other relevant 
information . 

The planner can then begin 
linking available data to the 
appropriate indicator. In cases 
where the data are not yet 
avai lable, the guidelines provide 
advice on conducting surveys, 
monitoring or data-searching. 
Finally, w hen all the indicators 
and data are appropriately 
documented in SCIP, the planner 
can perform analyses and 
prepare the community's first 
report on sustainability 
indicators. The report, 

along with all of the indicators, 
data, and documentation, can be 
posted on the SCIP web site, 
where other participating 
communities can view them . 
Moreover, the reporting function 
can feed into the community's 
state-of-environment reporting, 
as well as its plan-review process. 

If a community already has an 
indicator program in place, SCIP 
can serve as an al l- in -one starting 
point for managing the 
indicators, since it offers a 
framework for maintaining the 
documentation and data, as well 
as tools for producing analyses 
and reports. Furthermore, 
exchanges of indicators and 
information between SCIP 
participants can be made in an 
organized way, so that there is 
greater consistency and 
compatibility. In effect, all 
participants are contributing to a 
common indicator base while 
developing their own, locally 
appropriate indicators. 

Testing SCIP 
Feedback from pilot-testers in 
environmental, community 
health, and social planning, as 
well as in non-profit community 

organizations, helped to ensure 
that the software and web site 
are both easy to use and flexible 
enough to accommodate 
intermediate and advanced users . 
Testers thought that using SCIP 
would save time in managing 
their indicators program, even 
though a learning curve would 
inevitably exist. If the results of 
pilot testing and the number of 
inquiries are any indication, 
communities of all sizes are 
interested in using SCIP. It is 
expected to be released early in 
the year 2000, after further 
testing by volunteer users. 

The vision for the future 
The utility of SCIP will depend on 
the degree to which it is 
accepted and used . Greater use 
will bring more resources and 
experience to the table and 
stimulate "continual 
improvement." It will also 
increase the attractiveness of the 
exchange function. The more 
participants, the greater the pool 
of ideas, indicators and creative 
applications, and the greater the 
incentive to strive for consistency 
among communities. 

SCIP could be used to manage 
the components of an integrated 
indicator or sustainability index, 

such as the ecological 
footprint. 8 It is 

envisioned that, in 
the future, SCIP could 

be more closely linked 
to a scenario-building 

or modeling system in order to 
facilitate analysis of the 
relationship between economic, 
social and environmental 
measurements. 

Many communities and 
municipalities are taking 
advantage of the mapping and 
geographic analysis that is 
possible through the use of 
Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS). Presently, a user can 

employ a GIS in conjunction with 
SCIP if indicator data are geo
referenced. It is possible that in 
the future the link to GIS will be 
automated, so that this kind of 
analysis would be facilitated to 
an even greater degree. 

The goal of improving 
community decision-making 
about sustainability will be the 
final test of SCIP. If SCIP enables 
users to develop indicators that 
communicate trends and 
influence behaviours and policies 
concerning sustainability, then 
this all-in-one indicator tool will 
have been successful. 
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Summary 
Environment Canada and 
Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation, have developed the 
Sustainable Community 
Indicators Program (SCIP) to 
assist communities in developing 
and using indicators to measure 
their progress towards 
sustainability. SCIP's software 
and Web site help communities 
to: 1) select, create, and use 
indicators for monitoring and 
reporting on local sustainability; 
2) promote the use of 
comparable indicators, both 
locally and at the national level 
and 3) exchange indicators and 
related data with other 
communities. 

The Indicators Software takes the 
local user through the various 
steps of the indicator 
development process, such as: 
creating objectives of community 
sustainability; selecting or 
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Resume 
Environnement Canada et la 

Societe canadienne 

d'hypotheques et de /ogement 
(SCHL) ont e/abore le 

Programme d'indicateurs du 

developpement durable 
Sustainable Community Indicators 

Program (SCIP) . Ce programme, 

conc;u a /'usage des col/ectivites, 
est destine a faciliter leur 

developpement au moyen 

d 'indicateurs /eur permettant de 
mesurer leurs progres quanta la 

durabilite. Le logiciel et le site 

internet du SCIP permettent aux 
collectivites 

1) de choisir, creer et utiliser des 
indicateurs de durabilite facilitant 

/'analyse et la tenue de rapports; 

2) de promouvoir /'utilisation 
d'indicateurs comparables a la 

fois sur le plan local et sur le plan 

national; 
3) d 'echanger indicateurs et 

donnees avec d'autres 
col/ectivites. 

A /'aide du /ogicie/, l'utilisateur 

peut suivre toutes les etapes 
d 'exploitation des indicateurs, 

c'est a dire la creation des 
objectifs; la selection et le 

developpement d'indicateurs, le 

telechargement des donnees, la 
recherche et la documentation ; 

/'analyse des indicateurs; la 

realisation de graphiques et de 
rapports clairs et attrayants et 

enfin, l'echange d'indicateurs et 

de donnees avec d'autres centres 

par l'intermediaire du site internet 

duSCIP . 

lnsistant sur /'importance des 

initiatives favorisant le 

developpement durable des 
collectivites et sur /'utilisation 

indispensable d'indicateurs, 
/'article decrit les etapes 

d'exploitation, explique /es 

principes de conception du 
/ogiciel et l'utilite de celui-ci dans 

les municipalites et organismes du 

Canada. L'article se termine par 

un aperc;u des possibilites 
potentielles qu'offre ce 

programme et de ses eventuels 

developpements dans /'avenir. 
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