Employee Welfare and Environmental Accountability: How the Private Environmental Enforcement Sector can contribute to Sustainable Development Goals
INTRODUCTION
The private environmental enforcement sector in the UK is often publicly scrutinised for its operational effectiveness and its contributions to sustainable development (Hunter, 2023). There is growing international pressure on industries to incorporate ethical, economic, and environmental responsibilities into their practices, particularly within the environmental and regulatory sectors. These sectors form the frontline of environmental protection and compliance, ensuring public spaces are maintained, waste management regulations are followed, and illegal activities such as littering and fly-tipping are addressed. However, little research exists on the intersection between private environmental enforcement and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
This review aims to address the gap in research by evaluating how private environmental enforcement companies in the UK interact with SDGs, specifically SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). SDG 8 relates to “sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all” while SDG 12 aims to ensure “sustainable consumption and production patterns” including ethical resource management and sustainable operational practices (United Nations, 2025). These SDGs were selected for their relevance to my position as a Business Support Manager in a UK-serving private environmental enforcement company.
SDG 8 fits my project due to the often-challenging conditions environmental enforcement officers face resulting in high staff turnover and public hostility. The environmental enforcement sector offers entry-level employment opportunities, especially in areas of high deprivation where street cleanliness is a concern (Davoudi & Brooks, 2012). However, work-related stress is also well-documented for enforcement officers, though there is limited research on the environmental enforcement sector specifically (Reynolds & Wills, 2011; Kinman et al., 2014).
SDG 12 corresponds with the mission of our business, especially in waste reduction, sustainable procurement, and environmental footprint. There is little research on how enforcement companies adopt SDG-aligned sustainability measures internally, such as circular procurement or low-carbon logistics therefore much of the comparative literature here is drawn from other sectors (Correia et al., 2013; Cammarano et al., 2022; Carmagnac et al., 2023).
The presence of private environmental enforcement is growing across the UK, especially with funding shortfalls of local councils and their desire to outsource services at zero-cost (Murrell et al., 2024). As demand for alternative solutions rises for public services, the sustainability of these companies and the welfare of their employees have emerged as issues of public interest and strategic importance (Burgess & Macdonald, 1999; Cunningham & James, 2009). This project aims to examine how well the environmental enforcement sector contributes to sustainable development, where it is lacking, and what improvements could be made to better support SDGs 8 and 12.
This review aims to assess the interaction between private environmental enforcement companies in the UK and SDGs 8 and 12 and focus on:
· How employee welfare is addressed and the challenges that continue.
· How sustainable business practices support long-term growth in the sector.
· How environmental enforcement companies contribute to and demonstrate responsible environmental practices such as waste disposal and energy use.
Through critical evaluation and relying on secondary data of both anonymised internal operational datasets, and publicly available literature, this should allow me to draw evidence-based conclusions to evaluate the industry’s current position and its potential for further contribution to SDG targets.
The main objectives are to:
· Examine the relationship between private environmental enforcement activities and indicators of SDGs 8 and 12.
· Evaluate employee welfare and how it is addressed within the sector.
· Identify gaps in current practices and provide evidence-based recommendations.
The UK and many European countries have seen local authorities outsource public services including environmental enforcement due to funding restrictions. These companies manage enforcement tasks such as issuing Fixed Penalty Notices (FPNs) for littering, fly-tipping, and other environmental offences as well as harbouring any legal costs associated with prosecuting offenders. The UK has seen a significant trend towards outsourcing to cut costs and drive competition, with up to 44% of environmental and regulatory services outsourced (Grimshaw et al., 2015; Tombs, 2016).
This research will focus on environmental enforcement businesses in the UK. Due to a lack of existing research in this area, the case study organisation is my employer which serves as the main example to contextualise findings, supported by broader sectoral data for comparative analysis. Employee welfare will include job security, stress, training, and working conditions, not only pay and benefits. Equally, business sustainability will include areas such as use of digital technology, operational emissions, and compliance with reporting expectations.
The project will begin by outlining the methodology, the research approach, and sources of data, followed by a literature review to provide context and analysis of relevant academic and industry publications. A review of data sets and an analysis of findings to interpret the sources against SDG indicators will follow and a discussion of key patterns, challenges, and implications. The study will conclude by distilling the findings into actionable insights for industry practitioners and policymakers.
METHODOLOGY
This project uses qualitative and quantitative secondary data analysis to critique practices and outcomes against SDG indicators. As a Business Support Manager in the private environmental enforcement sector, I apply a practice-based perspective to assess how operations and employee welfare align with SDGs 8 and 12.
The rationale for using secondary data is threefold:
1. As a Business Support Manager, I have access to anonymised internal records, allowing for company-specific insights.
2. Statistics and reports on employment, sustainability, and waste management services in the UK are accessible through databases such as the Office for National Statistics (ONS), Health and Safety Executive (HSE), and Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).
3. Ethical clearance is unnecessary for employee interviews, making the research non-invasive to business and staff.
Secondary data include anonymised employee metrics (turnover, sick leave), operational indicators (fleet management, enforcement actions), and policy documents (wellbeing, sustainability). These datasets will enable me to assess performance relating to the chosen SDG indicators.
Public datasets on enforcement, public-facing roles, waste statistics, and fly-tipping trends provide national and sectoral context for evaluation.
Company activities are benchmarked against measurable SDG indicators and UK sectoral averages where possible.
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The primary methods of data analysis used for this project are gap analysis with knowledge mapping and thematic analysis. This will provide a multi-dimensional approach to understanding problems faced within the business and research practices. Gap analysis supports knowledge mapping by identifying research deficits and their importance (Lingard, 2017). Similarly, Braun & Clarke (2012) explain that thematic analysis offers detailed accounts of data and explores experiences and reflections in qualitative research. Whilst comparative analysis was considered, this method is more valuable in longitudinal studies to measure changes over time (Bann et al., 2022). With limited research on this subject area, there was little to glean from using this method.
Company operations and reporting data sets were reviewed against SDG indicators to identify areas of compliance, opportunities, and underperforming. This is especially useful when evaluating corporate sustainability reporting and worker protection (Sicoli et al., 2024; Ferrero-Ferrero et al., 2023). Additionally, comparing internal data with ONS, DEFRA, and HSE benchmarks contextualised performance, for example, metrics such as staff turnover and fleet fuel efficiency.
Limited available datasets restrict the study to one company, offering depth but restricts sector-wide generalisability (Walker & Carr, 2021). Future research could include case studies, interviews, and longitudinal studies. Having access to internal data should offer practical value to the company and sector, and the low ethical risk of the study could also make the research model replicable for other companies for their own benefit (Walker & Carr, 2021).
As I research my own company, I remain aware of positionality, avoiding bias, and prioritising reflexivity and objectivity (Holmes, 2020). As a result, all findings are framed constructively, and any recommendations should enhance sustainability and employee welfare within the company and broader sector. Even without primary employee data, ethical standards remain crucial. All data used is anonymised, and no identifying information disclosed about individuals or clients. 
LITERATURE REVIEW
Private environmental enforcement is an increasingly prevalent model in the UK. As Local Authorities face tighter budgets, outsourcing littering, fly-tipping, and dog fouling enforcement to zero-cost private companies is attractive (Murrell et al., 2024). However, debates remain over effectiveness, transparency, and ethics, despite aims to improve efficiency, reduce costs, and enhance cleanliness (Wajzer et al., 2015; Hickinbottom, 2024).
Environmental enforcement officers work on behalf of local authorities under the Environmental Protection Act, 1990 and issue FPNs for various environmental offences as listed above. They engage directly with the public in often hostile environments, working at the intersection of public service and private initiatives with a focus on environmental responsibility (House of Commons, 2006). This unique structure is understudied. There is a limited amount of literature on this sector, especially in the context of SDGs. This review addresses that gap by examining academic and grey literature relevant to SDGs 8 and 12 and highlights both the potential and the pitfalls of private environmental enforcement through the lens of these SDGs.
Whilst SDG 8 calls for “productive employment and decent work for all” including fair wages, safe working environments, and equal opportunities, oftentimes, roles in outsourced contexts (not solely environmental enforcement) suffer from low job satisfaction, inadequate training and occupational stress (United Nations, 2025; Oliveira & Costa, 2019; Biggs, 2005). Employment often starts at entry-level with limited career progression. Public hostility, lack of training, and weak managerial support also contribute to high turnover (Indeed, 2025a; Indeed, 2025b; Glassdoor, 2025a; Glassdoor, 2025b). In the absence of academic research on the subject, information was obtained from non-academic sources such as Indeed and Glassdoor.
Limited academic studies exist; however, de Boer (2020) suggests that “street-level bureaucrats” such as entry-level enforcement officers use their role to interpret the law and negotiate public interactions with little to no discretion. Whilst there is little research on the mental well-being of environmental enforcement officers, research on the relationship between depression, anxiety, and stress and public-facing enforcement roles within the police force found that the role can place an emotional strain on the officers which can impact their mental well-being which is an increasingly significant issue in occupational health literature (Gullon-Scott & Longstaff, 2024).
Gullon-Scott & Longstaff (2024) reports that officers in public-facing enforcement roles experience above-average rates of work-related stress, anxiety, and depression. Based on employee feedback collected, this does reflect the general view of employees, especially front-line officers who find the confrontation difficult at times. Whilst private sector employers are required to adhere to the same core legal requirements for health and safety in the workplace, they are not legally required to follow the same occupational health protocols as public bodies and implementation is down to the company’s discretion (Health and Safety Executive, 2007). This creates a gap in preventive support, leading to higher stress rates for public-facing officers. Occupational health research suggests that organisations who prioritise psychological safety, positive managerial cultures, and mental health support outperform the companies that treat their employee well-being as secondary (Edmondson, 2019).
SDG 8.6 focuses on the number of young people not in employment, education, or training (NEET). Environmental enforcement can serve as an entry-level job with a higher than average starting salary, especially for deprived areas where there are limited employment opportunities, as well as a higher likelihood of environmental offences (Walker et al., 2008; Indeed, 2025a; Indeed, 2025b). Most local authorities that engage private enforcement partnerships work and focus on deprived areas for this reason. Many of the company’s employees live in deprived areas. However, there is little evidence in existing literature that these positions would provide structured employment paths or develop skills and opportunities aligned with long-term careers and progression and based on limited evidence from publications and our company’s Human Resources retention reports, there are high turnover rates in the industry for both public and private sector officers (Wajzer et al., 2015; Local Government Association, 2023). Thus, enforcement roles offer little career progression unless companies invest in training, mentoring, and education-linked pathways.
The structure of employment within the private environmental enforcement sector has implications beyond individuals’ livelihoods. If managed effectively, these employment opportunities can contribute to local socio-economic development, which is often addressed in local authorities’ procurement processes for external companies to meet social value commitments in addition to supporting environmental protection. For example, internal documentation from a recent local authority procurement process specifies that the company should spend a certain number of hours conducting education sessions at local schools and colleges, or number of employees hired being resident of certain postcodes within the borough (3GS, 2025). However, poor support and limited development can reinforce disengagement, undermining SDG 8 and 12 goals (Grimshaw et al., 2019; Raman et al., 2024). With structured career pathways and skills development opportunities, enforcement positions could be catalysts for change for both SDGs.
The transformation of corporate behaviour towards a more responsible production and resource efficiency is the target of SDG 12 and the environmental enforcement sector exists to police consumption-related offences such as fly-tipping, littering and specific environmental related Public Space Protection Orders (PSPO’s). Research on environmental enforcement companies’ carbon footprint is scarce.
Areas of concern for these organisations include paper-based penalty ticketing systems, the environmental impact of fleet vehicles for patrolling, single-use uniforms and PPE, and the sustainability for the procurement chain for uniforms and equipment. DEFRA, on behalf of the government, introduced a 25-year environment plan in 2018. This emphasised the need for environmental accountability however, this principle is not applied consistently in privatised enforcement providers and subcontractors of public services (HM Government, 2018).
Larger environmental enforcement firms like Kingdom issue Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) reports, but SMEs lack structured reporting. Similarly, there is a large disparity in sustainability disclosures between SME’s and larger corporations in environmental, waste management and enforcements services (Permatasari & Gunawan, 2023). Additionally, voluntary frameworks such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Eco-Management and Audit Schemes (EMAS) or ISO14001 (International Organisation for Standardisation) are available, however SMEs in environmental enforcement rarely adopt these frameworks unless mandated by procurement criteria (Sustainability Directory, 2025; Setyaningsih et al., 2024; Massari & Giannoccaro, 2023). This suggests there is a broader issue within the regulatory framework, where public contracts prioritise cost over environmental responsibility, regardless of the service in question.
As with many areas of environmental enforcement, procurement policies in the sector are also under-researched. Whilst there is no direct research on the link between cost-efficiency and sustainability within the private enforcement sector, reports regarding sourcing uniforms for police officers suggest that not buying uniform in bulk, and different areas not having the same uniform, leads to wasting millions of pounds (Travis, 2013). Through lived experience with our employees, and different uniform requirements for different contracts and having to order uniform on demand in line with recruitment, cost-efficiency in terms of being able to onboard a new officer to ensure a consistent revenue stream, over sustainability, often prevails. Additionally, while enforcement providers have agency over their vehicle fleet, uniform providers, and penalty ticketing devices and can choose the cheapest option, even if it is environmentally damaging. There is also little academic research on digital innovation, such as app-based reporting, cloud data storage, or digital penalties to reduce paper consumption and fuel emissions; however, companies embracing such innovation align more closely with SDG 12.
As suggested by Scharlemann et al. (2020) SDGs are often treated as having interdependent interactions across multiple sustainability domains. For example, in private-sector environmental enforcement, poor working conditions (SDG 8) can undermine the company’s sustainable outcomes (SDG 12) by lessening staff motivation and morale and increasing turnover. Equally, companies that prioritise employee welfare and embody that into their operational and company ethos, often experience greater employee retention, lower instances of absence, as well as better and more effective environmental outcomes (Boutmaghzoute & Moustaghfir, 2021). Understanding sustainable environmental enforcement in a holistic way means acknowledging the link between SDGs. Sustainability does not refer only to environmental systems of measurement, but also the retention of the workforce that is delivering the service and employment (Boutmaghzoute & Moustaghfir, 2021).
Despite private enforcement companies’ involvement with public service delivery increasing due to demand and lack of resources within Local Government, academic literature still lacks empirical studies on the sustainability practices of these companies. It does not examine employee well-being within the environmental enforcement sector and does not link industry practices with SDG metrics or reporting frameworks. However, literature including that from unions, media investigations, and trade bodies, offer insight into their practices, but the findings are often biased and negative (for example Local Government Association, 2023). More structured research is needed in this area, and this project contributes to filling the research gap by providing a data-led analysis embedded in SDG frameworks.
The sector is well-placed to advance sustainability goals and lead by example, but they must also address structural issues within their organisations around their employees’ working conditions, reporting transparency, and their own corporate responsibilities. With this, environmental enforcement companies could improve their social and perceived legitimacy, as well as their environmental impact.
DATA SOURCES REVIEW
Secondary data was used to evaluate a private environmental enforcement company serving UK local authorities against SDG 8 and 12 indicators. Data gathered include internal company data and public data from national, sectoral, and policy-level datasets.
There is a stark absence of existing academic literature linking private environmental enforcement to SDGs, so secondary data is a valuable resource to bridge this gap. This approach allows for meaningful comparison between the company’s practices and benchmarks set by national and sectoral regulators.
As a Business Support Manager for the company discussed in this study, I had access to anonymised internal data from the last three years. These datasets include quantitative and qualitative indicators for SDGs 8 and 12 covering employee welfare, economic growth, and operational sustainability.
The analysis of the internal organisational data is organised as follows:
[image: A row of colorful rectangular papers with text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
The three main categories of analysis contain data points collated from over the last three years, offering insights into the company’s SDG journey and provide a framework to assess the effect of the company’s internal practices. HR and Employee Data indicators link to SDG targets on employment and workplace safety, while Operational and Environmental practices reflect the company’s carbon footprint and sustainability aims. Internal policies provide contexts for all employees on the company’s values, commitments and long-term strategy which also provide the basis for thematic analysis in this study to assess whether the company’s commitments and ideals align with the SDGs. These categories create a structure to ensure a focused analysis of verifiable internal data that are relevant to the chosen SDG principles.
To assess the company’s performance against national metrics, the study compares internal datasets with official UK datasets and regulatory publications such as DEFRA, HM Government and Local Government. The analysis of published national data is organised as follows:
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The table outlines key data sources used to assess private and outsourced environmental enforcement services, guiding the study in evaluating evidence-based data to promote ethical and sustainable practices. National and sectoral averages relevant to SDG indicators will be considered to contextualise internal practices and critically review outsourced services’ ethics, efficiency, and sustainability and how they can contribute to SDG progress meaningfully.
The use of secondary data comes with limitations, especially some of the datasets used for this study. For example, much of the internal data prior to 2024 was not standardised which limits, and increases the time needed for conducting, trend analysis. As previously discussed, there is limited research on private environmental enforcement services and SDGs, therefore sector-specific SDG reporting is not widely available, and benchmarking could then be inaccurate (Eccles et al., 2012). Additionally, some of the operational data collected, such as fuel consumption, cannot be 100% verified as exact fuel use data is not currently collected (however, fuel expenditure is) therefore required proxy indicators.
With optimism, having collated datasets from HR, operational records, and public statistics, this should support a comprehensive assessment of the sector’s contribution to SDGs. The integration of both internal and external data means that findings should offer practical insights into the sector's practices that are relevant and effective for companies’ decision and policy makers, as well as sustainability activists.
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Data is compared thematically to identify strengths, weaknesses, and gaps in how a private environmental enforcement company interacts with SDGs 8 and 12, using both internal data and public benchmarks.
*
Part of the company’s mission statement focuses on achieving a full and productive workforce with decent work opportunities for all, and an aim to increase the number of young people in employment, especially the deprived areas in which the company operates. The analysis is based on a review of the Employee Feedback Survey which is conducted quarterly (most recently, June 2025), Annual Sickness Records, and Annual Staff Turnover records.
According to internal HR data, employee turnover in environmental enforcement roles averaged 71.2% annually over the past three years, with the average tenure being only 4.8 months which is significantly higher than the national average employee turnover rate of 34% (CIPD, 2024). However, including administrative staff lowers turnover to 39% with 1.2 years’ tenure, closer to the national average.
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Image: Annual turnover data for environmental enforcement officers within company
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Image: Annual turnover data for all staff within company
This indicates instability within the enforcement sector, especially with front-line staff as exit interviews and employee feedback surveys often cite public hostility, lack of support, and lack of career development as main causes for leaving. Furthermore, some employees reported heavy workloads and diverse duties, which, for some, offered opportunities to gain experience, develop new skills, and progress; for others, however, these demands harmed wellbeing. There was also a clear consensus that there are many communication issues, with some employees voicing that they “never” or “rarely” feel informed about company updates. Many officers noted limited involvement in decision-making, suggesting uneven access to professional development. This highlights a need to improve internal communications which would enhance productivity and promote better working conditions and support employee growth which are key indicators of SDG 8. It would also help the company achieve SDG 12 indicators with a better coordination across all departments by clearly outlining sustainability goals and make it easier to communicate the importance of these sustainable actions (United Nations, 2025).
Absence data show an increase in mental health-related cases, from 2% of all absences in 2022 to 5% in 2024. Whilst still a low occurrence, this trend supports the findings of Reynolds & Wills (2011) and Kinman et al. (2014) who reported that enforcement officers experience higher rates of stress, anxiety, and burnout. This is influenced by increased instances of verbal abuse and intimidation from members of the public. Although the organisation has a Health and Safety policy in place, there is limited evidence of mental health initiatives, de-escalation training, or proactive wellbeing campaigns. This indicates underperformance in SDG 8 when it comes to reducing occupational hazards and promoting safe working environments (United Nations, 2025).
That said, there are several positive indicators to glean from employee feedback surveys, with many long-term employees reporting high levels of job satisfaction, with an overall experience rating of 8 to 10 out of 10. Many also highlight their appreciation for the workplace environment, team culture, and autonomy however it is important to note that most of these positive reflections were from administrative staff and not public-facing enforcement officers. Positive feedback on both public-facing and administrative roles included the company’s flexibility and support for work-life balance, especially in accommodating parental responsibilities or semi-retirement, and the culture contributing to overall wellbeing and morale. This supports work-life integration, giving employees more control and satisfaction (Jing et al., 2021).
Unfortunately, there are critical data gaps that limit a comprehensive analysis of working conditions within the company. The feedback survey consistently has a low response rate, averaging only 9% of the workforce, which heavily restricts the representativeness of the results (Schouten et al., 2009). The data does not either include key metrics such as retention statistics, promotion rates, or wage information. These factors are important for tracking progress against SDG 8.5 (United Nations, 2025).
Whilst the company employs all staff on permanent, full-time hour contracts, there is only access to Statutory Sick Pay, minimum requirement holiday entitlement, and as the company’s work is sourced through concession contracts with a maximum term of 3 years, many new recruits question their long-term job security which can undermine morale and contradict the company’s goal of promoting a full and productive employment (Collins, 2024). Whilst vacancies are available for prospective employees and opportunities are created, the structure and precarity of the positions available make it difficult for the company to reflect the values of SDG 8 to promote and maintain sustainable employment. The entry-level positions available may contribute to poor retention and minimal long-term value for younger employees so whilst they contribute to short-term youth employment, structured pathways supporting sustainable career development are lacking (Williams et al., 2021).
In relation to the target on youth employment and training pathways, the company regularly attend job fairs aimed at school and university-leavers. The company employs a relatively young workforce: 38% of frontline staff are aged between 18 and 25. Whilst the company does partner with local colleges to offer NVQ’s and conflict management training to employees, internal training logs show that less than 10% of employees have accessed any form of formal development in the past three years, and no apprenticeship programmes currently exist. Some employees have expressed interest in development opportunities, but there is no evidence of structured initiatives to encourage employment tailored to younger people. By introducing a formal training and development plan, alongside structured engagement with young people such as mentorship programmes, could address some gaps, but internal communication must be enhanced to ensure employees at all levels are included in organisational developments. Additionally, employee turnover, training hours, and youth participation should be monitored to track SDG 8.6 progress (United Nations, 2025).
To strengthen the company’s work towards achieving SDG 8, specifically in connection with 8.5 and 8.6, they could implement key measures including improving data collection by refining the categories to include age, gender, employment contract type, and training accessibility and records. This would mean a more targeted approach on performance tracking. If they could increase the response rate of the feedback surveys through better communication, it would mean feedback would be more representative (Schouten et al., 2009).
The company shows a positive and supporting working environment, with high satisfaction among administration employees, however there is room for improvement when addressing role responsibilities and expectations, training accessibility, and internal communication. By closing these gaps and implementing positive changes, especially relating to the employment of enforcement officers, to bring the company closer to fully achieving SDGs 8 and 12, it could enhance inclusivity and employee welfare (United Nations, 2025).
*
The company historically used paper-based Fixed Penalty Notices (FPNs) printed with thermal printers but as of April 2025 has started to transition to a digital ticketing platform, though still optional for now. This move, aimed at reducing paper usage by 50% by April 2027, is based on a carbon reduction plan implemented in conjunction with Positive Planet. Internally, the company has promoted paperless operations since 2022. It aims to reduce paper, electrical, and uniform waste and it has integrated sustainability awareness into its operational approach through social value engagement in education settings and through enforcement. These actions reflect key targets of SDG 12 including sustainable practices and public education (United Nations, 2025).
There is limited data on the company’s electronic waste management, disposal of outdated hardware, and disposal of used uniform though there is some evidence by way of waste transfer documentation that suggests that where possible, it sources ethical recyclers instead of incinerators. Whilst tracking waste management through a formal sustainability system was implemented in April 2025, there is no prior data to verify whether cost of service, lifecycle emissions, or recyclability was the organisation’s primary concern.
SDG 12.5 encourages waste reduction and recycling, and whilst digitalisation is a positive step, the absence of comprehensive waste tracking data limits the company’s progress towards achieving this SDG. SDG12.6 on the other hand measures sustainability reporting, and the company has made progress in working towards more sustainable operations and business practices through partnerships with Positive Planet, for example. Their commitment to supporting Positive Planet’s journey towards reaching The Climate Pledge net-zero goal is a public commitment to achieve this goal by 2040 (Barry, 2023). This demonstrates the company’s proactiveness in measuring its environmental impact and awareness of responsible consumption of energy, emissions, and employee engagement. However, it does not submit ESG reports, and while sustainability goals are referenced in the business strategy, and the partnership with Positive Planet is encouraging, there are no published KPI’s, or targets related to emissions or waste. If the company were to start publishing ESG reports and set clear KPIs related to emissions or waste, it would be a step forward in its sustainability journey and increased transparency and accountability. The largest environmental enforcement company in the sector has started issuing ESG summaries, for example, which often drives council procurement frameworks and public expectations (Barton, 2023).
Additional information recorded by the company includes vehicle logs which shows that their enforcement relies on a fleet of vehicles. Of the eighteen vehicles, seven are electric vehicles, nine are plug-in hybrids, and two are diesel vehicles. Whilst there is an expectation for employees to ensure route optimisation to improve fuel efficiency, monitoring this has proved difficult to the fleet team and there is no data on the journeys taken. Annual mileage for enforcement activity totals approximately 135,000 miles, contributing significantly to the company’s carbon footprint. Since 2023, the company has implemented practical measures such as transitioning to electric and hybrid vehicles as the fleet is renewed, actively supports alternative commuting methods like public transport, and is implementing driver efficiency training.
Whilst there is currently no official emissions-tracking system in place, there are internal targets for fleet to achieve decarbonisation, and this plan has been in place since 2020 when at the time, all fleet vehicles were either petrol or diesel fuelled. With a lack of confirmed data, the company cannot demonstrate its progress towards responsible resourcing (Raman et al., 2023). Despite a foundation for sustainability reporting, no public progress records exist, making external evaluation difficult (Raman et al., 2023).
There is interdependence between SDG 8 and SDG 12 within the company’s operations. For example, poorer working conditions can reduce stability for employees (SDG 8) which can undermine long-term sustainability (SDG 12) resulting in a high turnover rate, training resources being wasted, and disruption to operations. By not addressing employee workplace stress concerns, this impacts both the employee’s wellbeing but also the company’s costs and resources, redirecting investment from green and sustainable opportunities (Reynolds & Wills, 2011; Madero-Gómez et al., 2023). 
While there are clear gaps, the company demonstrates progress in focusing on SDGs 8 and 12. By investing in digital technology and ticketing platforms, it can improve both job efficiency and environmental impact with a substantial reduction in paper waste which supports both SDGs goals. Their workforce is demographically diverse with strong local hiring patterns, supported by the nature of the industry, which often recruits from the local community to address area-specific environmental challenges. Recent carbon reduction steps show leadership willingness to improve engagement, wellbeing, and sustainability integration.
DISCUSSION
Building on previous analysis of sustainable development within private environmental enforcement and our company’s alignment, this section lays groundwork for future research on private firms’ capacity to contribute to SDGs 8 and 12, and begins discussing ethical, operational, and strategic implications.
While no UK research supports this, Owen (2021) found that in the US, the public assumes private enforcement firms naturally contribute to sustainability due to their role in upholding legislation, deterring waste offences, and supporting local authorities in maintaining clean public spaces. This perception exists in the UK given similar expectations. However, Kudłak (2024) highlights a disconnect between external environmental outcomes and internal organisational sustainability.
While the company promotes environmental sustainability and compliance, it has not consistently measured or published its carbon footprint and lacks a formal environmental management system. It is not the only SME to lack in this area. Caputo et al. (2024) found SMEs fall behind larger firms in sustainability governance due to resource constraints, which may weaken public trust when scrutinised.
The absence of standardised SDG reporting limits SMEs’ ability to track or improve services and gain accreditations like ISO 14001 (Environmental Management). However, public procurement frameworks influence behaviour, but council tenders often prioritise cost over social and environmental value, sometimes weighting cost as high as 75%. This causes companies to over-commit during tenders but underperform in staff welfare, innovation, and emissions tracking (House of Commons, 2014). 
In Basildon Council’s latest environmental enforcement procurement exercise for example, the evaluation criteria assigned a 60% weighting to cost considerations, while the combined weighting for quality sub-topics amounted to only 30% (Basildon Council, 2022). Local authorities must raise baseline standards for sector-wide change.
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Image: Tender Award Criteria with assigned weighting considerations (Basildon Council, 2022, p.11).
The company’s high turnover and poor retention rates are linked to weak well-being support and limited career progression. Reports of staff burnout and stress, compiled with short-term commitment all undermine the goal of “decent work” in SDG 8. The ongoing cycle of recruitment and training also adds to the company’s operational costs. Every employee onboarding or leaving represents an investment of time and knowledge, which contributes to the efficiency of the organisation. High turnover rates can also reduce enforcement quality which affects consistency in environmental outcomes and public perception and engagement. Krekel et al. (2019) suggest that there is a strong correlation between employee wellbeing and productivity, reduced turnover, and business profitability, and poor working conditions resulting in poor service delivery, especially with public facing roles. This implies that maintaining organisational sustainability (SDG 12) is limited due to neglecting workforce sustainability (SDG 8). Companies often view environmental and social sustainability as separate goals, while in reality, they are tightly linked (Schaefer, 2004). By integrating sustainable goals where human and environmental systems are interdependent, companies can enhance their environmental credibility and improve working environments.
CONCLUSION
This study considered how private environmental enforcement companies interact with two SDGs; SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). By reviewing secondary data, including internal HR and operational records, and public datasets, findings show that the company contributes to environmental outcomes through its enforcement operations, there are significant sustainability gaps within its internal operations.
Whilst the company supports local employment and entry-level positions, particularly for young people, it faces high staff turnover. With limited training and an elevated level of work-related stress, it undermines the long-term productivity and employee well-being targets associated with SDG 8. Similarly, the company is taking steps to reduce its paper usage by digitising its processes, but it lacks systematic approaches such as sustainability reporting. Without such frameworks and monitoring in place, its contribution to responsible production and SDG 12 measures stays inconsistent. With the interconnectedness of both SDGs, not supporting the workforce limits the sustainability of environmental outcomes for the business. By adopting more sustainable operational practices, it could improve job satisfaction and service delivery.
Recommendations proposed for the company and for similar companies across the sector include:
· Introducing a mental health and wellbeing framework, including conducting stress risk assessments, and ensuring all employees are aware of the company’s Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) as well as nominating a mental health first-aider. This would demonstrate commitment to SDG 8.
· Develop and implement an Environmental Management System (EMS) to track emissions, waste, and energy usage including the impact the implementation of digital penalties has had on the business. By reducing paper consumption, the company is working in line with SDG 12.
· Transition to zero-emission site vehicles. Whilst the company has started to transition to low-emission vehicles, it could go further to offset carbon.
· Begin annual sustainability reporting which support SDG indicators and local authority contract requirements which could aid the company in continually improving their service and commitments. This would increase accountability and commitment to SDG 12.
The company has established a carbon reduction strategy, underpinned by a Carbon Reduction and Decarbonisation Plan which reflects its understanding of its operational environmental footprint. Performance could improve with public reporting on resource efficiency beyond energy and transport. For example, it lacks data on water usage, uniform sourcing, or recycling performance. While waste reduction efforts such as going paperless are evident, they do not accompany their efforts by measurable targets or outcomes.
The company demonstrates a clear commitment to responsible consumption, evidenced by tangible steps to reduce its environmental impact. While private environmental enforcement companies are increasingly a sought-after solution for councils, companies are expected to show the values of sustainability they enforce. This project has demonstrated that with employee engagement and digital innovation, for example, the sector can embrace sustainable development practices.
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