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ACCT 401 - SUSTAINABILITY & ENVIRONMENTAL ACCOUNTING 
Fall 2017 

 
Class hours:  Tuesdays 14:35 AM – 17:25 PM 
Instructors: Dror Etzion (dror.etzion@mcgill.ca)  

Jerome Conraud (jerome.conraud@mcgill.ca) 
Office hours: Dror Etzion: Tuesdays 13:00 – 14:00 (office 486), and by appointment 

Jerome Conraud, Thursdays 9:00 – 10:00 (office 236), and by appointment 
 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Sustainability accounting is an emerging field of accounting that provides a framework for 
developing measures of corporate environmental and social performance, assessing their 
reliability, reporting to external stakeholders, and assisting managers in strategic and operational 
decisions that affect environmental costs and risks. A growing number of organizations see the 
need to develop and implement management systems for social responsibility due to increased 
regulatory requirements and demand from various stakeholders. This course provides a 
comprehensive overview of existing multidisciplinary knowledge in corporate sustainability 
accounting.  
 
The course combines lecturing, case studies and one extended hands-on exercise involving real 
McGill data. It has an applied nature: students will attain the learning objectives by completing 
class assignments and participating in case discussions based on real life examples of corporate 
sustainability practices. 
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES 
By the end of the course, students will: 

1. Appreciate the complexities, trade-offs, benefits and costs of accounting for sustainability 
2. Know how to evaluate measures of corporate environmental and social performance and 

use these measures to make key strategic and operational decisions.  

3. Be proficient in select sustainability and greenhouse gas reporting frameworks and 
methodologies (GRI, SASB, GHG protocol). 
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GRADING1 
Participation and professionalism      10% 
Homework assignments         30% 
Mid-term (November 10)       30% 
Final deliverable        30% 
 
 
Participation and professionalism  
Learning in this class will not be passive; thinking, creativity and mutual engagement with the 
ideas of others are expected.  Therefore, participation is a key component of the learning 
experience. We evaluate participation using any and all information we can glean about how 
much spirit and energy you have invested in the course. Specifically, the degree to which your 
comments in class reflects the real thinking about the issues and the readings we are exploring is 
crucial; this is more important than how often you speak or how much you say.  Brevity, tact and 
staying on topic are also hallmarks of quality participation. If you are having difficulty fully 
participating in the course, for any reason, you should see us as soon as possible to discuss your 
situation.  Participation grades will be finalized at the end of the course. 
 
Students are expected to attend all classes. However, it is reasonable that students will miss one 
class during the term.  Absences beyond that will affect your participation grade. Punctuality, 
adherence to timetables, and mutual respect are also important facets of professional behavior. 
 
Homework assignments 
There will be a total of six assignments due (see the schedule below) each worth 5% of the final 
grade.  Five of the assignments revolve around the analysis of McGill data, and the sixth uses 
Bell Canada data.  To prepare these assignments, you will be asked to read documents related to 
various aspects of greenhouse gas reporting, and develop an approach for tackling the challenges 
at each stage of the report preparation process.  Specifically, the assignments will be on the 
following themes: 
 

 Assignment 1: Report audience and reporting needs  

 Assignment 2: Organizational and operational boundaries 

 Assignment 3: Collecting and cleaning data 

 Assignment 4: Calculating emissions 

 Assignment 5: Report assessment (Bell Canada data) 

 Assignment 6: Benchmarking and decision making 
 

                                                            
1 In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or evaluation 
scheme in this course is subject to change. 
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Assignments will be submitted in pairs, through MyCourses, on the Tuesday morning (8:00 am) 
of the session in which the topic will be discussed in class.  Please do not submit assignments by 
email.  Grading criteria for the assignments are provided in an appendix. 
 
Mid-term exam 
A mid-term exam will take place on Friday, November 10, and will draw upon the content we 
will have covered by that date (readings, cases, assignment, exercises and lectures). 
 
Final deliverable 
The final deliverable is a comprehensive greenhouse gas report for McGill University.  It will be 
submitted in the same pairs as the homework assignments.  It is due 8am Monday, December 11. 
 
 
COURSE MATERIALS 
You will need to obtain a coursepack for the course, which contains the cases we will be using in 
some of our sessions.  All the rest of the course materials are available on MyCourses. 
 
Throughout the course, we will be making use of the main sustainability accounting frameworks 
currently in use.  You can find up-to-date versions of these frameworks on MyCourses, in a 
folder called “Frameworks”, but each has additional technical documentation that you may wish 
to explore on your own2. 
 
FINE PRINT 

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to 
submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 

 

McGill University values academic integrity.  Therefore all students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and 

Disciplinary Procedures. 

(see http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest for more information). 

 

© Instructor-generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, etc.) are 
protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without the explicit 
permission of the instructor. Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to follow up by the 
University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures. 

                                                            
2 Students are not allowed to share SASB materials with colleagues, friends or anybody beyond 
this course’s participants 
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SCHEDULE 
 

Week  Date Instructor Theme  Note 
1 Sep 5  Dror Introduction None 

2 
 

Sep 12 Dror Measuring 
sustainability  

Reading:  
Specter, Michael. (2008). Big foot: In measuring carbon emissions, it’s easy to 
confuse morality and science. The New Yorker.  

Case study:  
Shanghai: GDP apostasy 

Case preparation questions: 
1. Is abandoning GDP as a metric to guide public policy a good idea? 
2. What alternative metrics could Shanghai use to guide decision making? 
3. How would a strategy map for the city of Shanghai look like based on the data 

in this case? Design your own map and identify metrics that could help in 
strategy execution. 

3 
 

Sep 19 Jerome Report 
audience and 
reporting 
needs 
  

Reading:  
Teichman, William, and Larson, Andrea.  (2009). Corporate Greenhouse Gas 
Accounting: Carbon Footprint Analysis. Darden Business Publishing – University of 
Virginia.  (In your coursepack).   

Kauffmann, C. et al. (2012). Corporate Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reporting: A 
Stocktaking of Government Schemes.  OECD Working Papers on International 
Investments, 2012/01, OECD Publishing.  (Read pp. 21-26 only). 

Assignment#1  
Due Sep 19th, 08:00. 

4 
 

Sep 26 
 

Jerome Organizational 
and 
operational 
boundaries 

Reading 
Ranganathan, J. et al.  (2004). The Greenhouse Gas Protocol: A Corporate 
Accounting and Reporting Standard (Revised Edition).  World Resources Institute 
and World Business Council for Sustainable Development.  (Read chapters 1 
through 4 and chapter 10 only). 

Assignment#2  
Due Sep 26th, 08:00. 



5 
 

5 Oct 3 Dror Sustainability 
management 
systems 

Reading:  
Chatterji, Aaron, and David Levine. (2006) Breaking down the wall of codes: 
Evaluating non-financial performance measurement." California Management 
Review 48(2): 29-51. 

Case study:  
Genzyme Centre (A) 

Case preparation questions: 
1. What do you think of Genzyme’s motives for investing in green building 

practices? 
2. Would you recommend that Genzyme make the additional investments required 

to enable Genzyme Centre to achieve LEED Platinum?  Why or why not? 
3. If Genzyme were to invest in additional features to achieve Platinum, which 

ones should they choose?  How should they decide? 

6 Oct 10 Jerome Data collection 
and 
preparation 

Reading 
British Columbia Ministry of Environment.  (2016). 2016/17 B.C. Best Practices 
Methodology for Quantifying Greenhouse Gas Emissions Including Guidance for 
Public Sector Organizations, Local Governments, and Community Emissions.  
(Read sections 2, 3, and 5 only). 

Mayo, Robert, and Sessa, Reuben.  (2010). Challenges and Solutions for Data on 
Agricultural Greenhouse Gas Emissions.  UN FAO. 

Assignment#3  
Due Oct 10th, 08:00. 
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7 Oct 17 Dror Financing 
development 
initiatives 

Reading:  
The Global Canopy Programme (2017). Incentives to save the forest: Financial 
instruments to drive sustainable land use. 

Case study:  
Using Satellite Data to Insure Livestock 

Case preparation questions: 
1. What are the main successes and challenges of the IBLI program? 
2. What is the main dilemma facing Andrew Mude?  What are his options? 
3. What would you recommend that Andrew do?  What activities should he 

undertake in order to succeed? 

8 
 

Oct 24 Dror Financing 
social 
initiatives 

Reading:  
Poister, Theodore H. (2008). Measuring performance in public and nonprofit 
organizations. John Wiley & Sons, 2008. (Chapter 3). 

Case study:  
The Robin Hood Foundation 

Case preparation questions: 
1. The Head of Sunshine Homes, Mary Montreaux, was honored as a Robin Hood 

“Hero” for the wonderful work she has done.  Now the foundation says that she 
has just received her last grant.  This BC methodology must be incredibly smart 
or just plain dumb.  Which is it? 

2. How valuable is the methodology for comparing “apples to oranges”, that is, 
investments in different portfolios? 

3. How should the Robin Hood Foundation asses its own performance? 

9  
 

Oct 31 Jerome Financing 
environmental 
initiatives 

Reading: 
Kerste, M., Rosenboom, N., Sikken, B. J., & Weda, J. (2011). Financing the transition 
to sustainable energy in M. Kerste, N. Rosenboom, BJ Sikken, J. Weda, Financing 
sustainability-insights for investors, corporate executives, and policymakers, 
(Chapter 1) VU University Press. 

Case study:  
 Legrand: Lightening their (electricity) load 
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Case preparation questions: 
1. What are the appropriate incentives for Legrand?  
2. What is the payback period/IRR/ and NPV for Legrand? 
3. What was the price per ton of carbon avoided assuming energy savings? 
4. What reasons could be offered for not pursuing this project? 

10 Nov 7  Jerome Calculation of 
GHG 
emissions + 
mid term 
review 

Reading: 
Toffel, Michael, and Van Sice, Stephanie.  (2013). Carbon Footprints: Methods and 
Calculations.  Harvard Business School.  (In your coursepack). 

Jackson, Rachel, and Knight, Alan.  (2011). The Carbon We’re Not Counting – 
Accounting for Scope 3 Carbon Emissions.  Association of Chartered Certified 
Accountants. 

Assignment#4  
Due Nov 7th, 08:00. 

Friday Nov 10   Mid term exam 
11 Nov 14 Dror Sustainability 

reporting  
Reading:  

Illia, L., et al. (2013). Communicating corporate social responsibility to a cynical 
public. MIT Sloan Management Review, 54(3).  

Assignment #5:  
Due Nov 14th, 08:00. 

12 
 

Nov 21 Jerome Benchmarking 
and decision 
making 

Reading: 
McGraw, Jennifer, et al.  (2010).  Greenhouse Gas Emissions in Chicago: Emissions 
Inventories and Reduction Strategies for Chicago and Its Metropolitan Region.  
Journal of Great Lakes Research: Supplement 2, v36 (106-11). 

Sustainability Accounting Standards Board.  (2016). Fundamentals of Sustainability 
Accounting.  Level II Study Guide.  Sustainability Accounting Standards Board.  
(Read pp. 28 through 55 only). 

Assignment#6  
Due Nov 21st, 08:00. 

13 
 

Nov 28 Jerome + 
Dror 

Summary and 
review 

((Start working on the final report )) 
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Appendix 

Grading Criteria for Written Assignments 

The assignments you will be given throughout the term are intend to spur reflection prior to 
class.  By doing the readings and answering the assignment questions, you will prepare for a 
fruitful discussion in class.  A good paper should be concise, and therefore, we expect students to 
stay within a two-page limit.  Kindly submit your assignments online. 

 

Evaluation criteria: 

 

Item Details Weight 

Explaining the 
problem 

Can you explain the problem at hand concisely and 
develop arguments to answer it? 

10% 

Develop and organize 
arguments 

Your thought process must be clearly laid out, 
follow a logical progression, be easy to follow, and 
be able to stand to inspection.   

30% 

Use appropriate 
examples or 
references 

The facts you use must be grounded and evidenced 
by appropriate sources.  Be clear about your 
original content vs the references you use. 

20% 

Conciseness I value conciseness and time is a luxury we can 
rarely afford in business.  Get used to express 
yourself in the most concise manner; it will help 
you in your future career. 

10% 

Completeness While brevity is an asset, you should develop your 
arguments to their fullest.  Think holistically when 
answering development questions and stay focused 
when answering very specific questions.  Being 
concise yet thorough is very challenging. 

10% 

Style Re-read your paper before submitting it to avoid 
typos, grammatical mistakes, avoid repetitions, and 
ensure your sentences generally make sense. 

20% 

 
 


