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Executive Summary
Wesfarmers Limited (Wesfarmers) engages with a wide range of stakeholders. It has published a
sustainability report each year for over a decade. In May 2011, the company commissioned Net
Balance Management Group Pty Ltd (Net Balance) to survey Wesfarmers’ stakeholders on their
relationship with the company, its sustainability performance and its sustainability reporting.
Overall, the survey demonstrated that Wesfarmers enjoys positive stakeholder relationships and
its sustainability report serves stakeholders well. Community partners with strong ongoing
relationships with Wesfarmers are particularly supportive of the company.
Investors and analysts report good relationships but are not as positive about Wesfarmers as the
community partners. The investors and analysts increasingly see sustainability as a business issue
with the potential to impact company earnings. Business groups were generally complimentary.
Journalists proved a difficult group to engage in the survey with only one out of ten responding.
One underlying theme that emerges is that stakeholders see Wesfarmers and its constituent
businesses as one entity – if they have a concern about an issue in one business, it generally
impacts their views of Wesfarmers as a whole.
Net Balance carried out an online survey of a list of stakeholders agreed with Wesfarmers. Those
surveyed included analysts, investors, journalists, stakeholders from community partners and
business organisations.
The majority of respondents were interested in Wesfarmers’ sustainability performance and rated
it as important to the business. However, 17% rated it as of no interest or a low priority. In
compiling the survey results, Net Balance found that:








90% said the 2010 Sustainability Report was good or very good
Community groups were very positive in their views of their relationships with
Wesfarmers
Analysts and investors were also positive but wanted more information on climate change
strategies in Wesfarmers’ businesses and ethical supply chain issues
Most stakeholders felt that environmental, community, workforce and financial
performance were good or very good
Stakeholders saw risks in ethical sourcing, particularly the purchase of phosphate rock
from the Western Sahara region, workplace safety, people management and energy
efficiency and greenhouse gas emissions
They saw opportunities for demonstrated leadership by Wesfarmers on the same issues.

Sustainability Performance
Of all stakeholders, 86% said Wesfarmers’ performance on sustainability issues was important or
very important to the future of the company.
Stakeholders felt that environmental, community, workforce and financial performance were
generally good or very good. Only a small number of respondents reported average performance
in each of these areas. The breakdown of these results is presented below.
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Stakeholder opinions of performance on issues

There were specific comments from respondents on two of the four sustainability performance
areas in the figure above:


Community: In general, Wesfarmers' community relations were seen as sound but one
respondent raised concerns about reputational risk from association with the gaming industry



Workforce: Respondents highlighted safety performance and safety incidents, particularly a
fatality last year, as a concern.

In 2010, respondents to the Wesfarmers’ Stakeholder Engagement Survey identified coal mining,
safety and ethical sourcing as significant sustainability issues for Wesfarmers. This year, 61% of
stakeholders rated Wesfarmers performance on these issues as good or very good. Some 19%
rated performance as average and a further 19% did not know.
Some stakeholders specifically commented that coal mining and the purchase of phosphate rock
from Western Sahara were still issues. One respondent talked about Kmart’s repositioning in the
market, raising questions about suppliers and work practices in China and other developing
countries.
Sustainability Report
Overall feedback on the 2010 Sustainability Report was positive. The vast majority of stakeholders
rated it as good or very good.
In total, 77% of the stakeholders had read the 2010 sustainability report and 75% considered
information in it to be good or very good in allowing them to make informed judgements,
decisions and actions. Analysts and investors asked for a greater focus on explaining the
connection between sustainability performance and businesses strategy.
Some stakeholders praised the level of disclosure in the report. However, others would like to see
greater detail on carbon emissions and more informative links between sustainability and
business strategy.
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Sustainability Risks
Respondents highlighted a wide range of sustainability risks. Those mentioned most often were
coal mining, safety performance, ethical sourcing of phosphate rock and the price of energy.
Other issues raised included:
 Potential for Wesfarmers to be seen as a giant organisation lacking connections to the
community
 Staff retention
 Tobacco and alcohol sales.
Sustainability Opportunities
Respondents identified a number of sustainability related opportunities for Wesfarmers in
demonstrating leadership on climate change mitigation, greater promotion of community
partnerships, improving safety performance and ethical purchasing of phosphate rock. Additional
opportunities included:
Increasing energy efficiency


People management – main areas highlighted: local employment, up-skilling for entry
level staff, employee retention and the competitive advantage from a “great workforce
relationship”

Developing alternative energy sources to coal.
Analysis of the survey findings revealed some areas for potential improvement:





Identification and prioritisation within the sustainability report of the material
environment social and governance (ESG) issues for each business division
More targets and discussion of risks and costs associated with those targets
Greater disclosure of climate change mitigation strategies and ethical supply chain
management
Links between sustainability and business strategies.

Recommendations
Net Balance makes the following recommendations, some of which we understand are already
under consideration.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The development of an over-arching Wesfarmers sustainability strategy supported by
strategies and action plans for each division.
Implementation of a process to identify the material sustainability issues in each division.
Annual sustainability reporting by each division identifying and discussing action on the
material issues.
A summary report at the corporate level covering the major divisional issues and any
Wesfarmers-wide issues.
Analyst and investor briefings specifically focused on the major sustainability issues facing
the group.
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