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Element 2: Key Components of ISO 14001

Key Components of ISO 14001

The Key EMS Requirements 
An EMS, as with other types of management system, is 
based on the ‘plan-do-check-act’ (PDCA) total quality 
management principle.

Plan-Do-Check-Act Model

• Plan – how changes are made in current 
performance.

• Do – implement what has been planned in the 
previous phase.

• Check – determine whether plans are working and 
achieving desired results.

• Act – making changes on the results of the previous 
step, this closes the loop and ensures continual 
improvement.

ISO 14001 enforces the PDCA model and provides more 
specific information on how to manage environmental 
issues. Environmental policy is split up into 5 key 
sections, as illustrated below:

Structure of ISO 14001:2004.

The Specification: An Element-by-
Element Interpretation of ISO 14001
When developing an EMS to the ISO 14001 standard, 
there are two categories of elements that must be 
considered, these are:

• Non-Assessable elements – elements that are 
not specifically required by the standard and are 
not assessed by external auditors, but should 
be undertaken in order to ensure successful 
implementation and/or operation of the system.

• Assessable elements – these are the clauses of ISO 
14001 that must be implemented in order for an 
organisation to gain external certification.

Non-Assessable Elements

Management Commitment 
When developing and operating an EMS, the 
effectiveness of the system is largely dependent on 
the level of commitment of senior people within the 
organisation as the following resources will be required:

• Time for the implementation team and other staff to 
develop and maintain the system.

• Training for environmental champion, auditors and 
other staff.

• External assistance, such as consultants and/or 
reference materials (where necessary).

• Financial resources to make improvements to the 
workplace as identified by the EMS.

Identifying and communicating the benefits of EMS 
implementation, specifically focusing on financial 
benefits, will assist in gaining vital top level commitment. 

Preparatory Review
Prior to implementing an EMS, the current 
environmental performance of an organisation can 
be determined by undertaking an initial review. 
Such a review is a one off process that is carried 
out to determine the environmental baseline of the 
organisation. An initial review is not a mandatory part 
of ISO 14001, but the standard recommends that one is 
undertaken.

The purpose of the initial review is to:

• Determine how a company impacts on the 
environment.

• Establish which of the impacts are significant.

• Identify relevant environmental laws and establish 
whether or not they are being complied with.

• Identify what EMS documentation and practices are 
currently in place and what needs to be developed in 
order to comply with ISO 14001.
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No common approach exists for an initial review, but one 
could be structured by considering the following phases:

• Review team selection - a team should be 
developed who have the skills, knowledge and 
experience to undertake the review. External 
assistance may be required where this is lacking.

• Preparation - this may include items such as 
the project outline, responsibilities of the review 
team, collection of background information 
(e.g. procedures, permits, consents), methods of 
communication and establishment of a work plan.

• Site review - this will consist of interviews, 
observations and review of documents. A standard 
questionnaire can be used that covers relevant 
questions to be asked during the review. A logical 
approach would be to consider activities undertaken 
at the site and look at the environmental inputs and 
outputs from each activity.

• Review report - a report should be produced that 
will assist in the determination of the organisation, 
significant environmental impacts, existing 
environmental performance and EMS elements 
that are currently in place. The report will act as an 
important reference document for the development 
of the system.

It is important that the review considers past, present 
and future activities as well as considering normal 
operating conditions, abnormal and emergency 
conditions.

Following completion of the review it is important it is 
communicated to management and an action plan is 
prepared to implement an ISO 14001 compliant system.

Assessable Elements 

Planning and Policy
Environmental Aspects and Impacts

Following compilation of an environmental review the 
organisation should be able to determine it’s aspects 
and impacts. This is a key part of ISO 14001. Before we 
discuss how aspects and impacts should be identified, 
it’s important to understand exactly what they are. The 
following definitions are taken from ISO 14001:

Jargon Buster

Environmental Aspect

Any element of an organisation’s activities, 
products or services that can interact with the 
environment.

Jargon Buster

Environmental Impact

Any change in the environment whether adverse 
or beneficial.

In layman’s terms, an aspect can be considered as either 
an emission from an activity (output) or use of materials 
or resources (input), whereas an impact is the effect that 
the aspect has on the environment.

Example of Aspects and Impacts for the 
Operation of a Diesel Boiler.

The ISO 14001 standard requires identification 
of environmental aspects of activity, products or 
services that can be controlled and is expected to 
enable identification of aspects that have a significant 
environmental impact.

Organisations have some flexibility when determining 
the scope of the EMS.

• Control – aspects that can be controlled tend to 
result from direct activities associated with emissions 
from processes or compliance issues.

• Influence – the boundary of influence is much 
broader and mainly includes indirect issue such 
as supplier, contractors and customer activities. 
Influencing may be achieved by communication and 
supply chain pressure.

Most organisations will concentrate their effort on 
identifying direct activities that they can control. As an 
EMS matures it will consider more indirect activities.
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For some organisations, however, the significant aspects 
will be those surrounding the activities of customers that 
are indirect to them; banks or insurance companies, for 
example, can fall into this category.

In addition to determining a method for identifying 
significant aspects, it is necessary to document this in a 
formal procedure. This should detail the responsibilities 
and arrangements for identifying aspects, determining 
significance and periodically updating the information.

Techniques to Identify Aspects and Impacts

Having determined what aspects and impacts are, the 
next task is to consider how they can be identified. There 
are numerous techniques available and the ISO 14001 
is flexible as to which are used. How an organisation 
chooses to identify aspects and impacts is at their 
discretion and depends very much upon the complexity 
of their operations.

The most common tool used to identify aspects, as 
discussed, is to undertake an initial environmental 
review. This provides the sources of information for an 
organisation to identify aspects and associated impacts. 
Other mechanisms include:

• Life cycle analysis – consideration of aspects and 
impacts across the full life cycle of a product (or 
‘cradle to grave’).

• Environmental impact assessment – consideration of 
aspects at the planning stage of a development.

• Environmental audit – provides useful information 
that can be used to identify aspects and impacts.

A technique that can be used to identify aspects and 
impacts that may be included as part of the initial 
environmental review is as follows:

• Select an activity

The activity, product or service selected should be 
large enough for meaningful examination and small 
enough to be sufficiently understood. For example, 
an organisation may have many different machines 
that use energy on site and, depending on the size 
of the site, energy use for machines may be classed 
as one aspect. A process flow diagram could be 
used to identify activities on a site (from goods in to 
despatch), however ancillary activities that do not fit 
into the main process should not be forgotten (e.g. 
maintenance, fuel storage, office activities).

• Determine the aspects and impacts of that 
activity

Following identification of activities, the next stage is 
to consider the aspects and impacts of that activity. 
As we saw earlier, a simple way to undertake this 
would be to consider the inputs and outputs from 
that activity – these are the environmental aspects.

Issues that are commonly addressed include:

• Emissions to air.

• Releases to water.

• Waste management.

• Contamination of land.

• Use of raw materials and natural resources.

Input/Output Method of Identifying Environmental Aspects.

Following the identification of aspects, the next 
stage is to identify environmental impacts. Impacts 
are the changes to the environment that the aspect 
causes. For each aspect there may be one or more 
impact. Although general knowledge of impacts is 
helpful, research in to which impact is caused by the 
aspect may be required (sources of such information 
are covered later in the course). Many aspects and 
associated impacts may be identified, depending on 
the size of the organisation, but some may not be 
significant.

Although not an explicit requirement of ISO 
14001 it is implied that the aspects and impacts are 
documented. This is usually done be producing an 
aspects and impacts register.

• Evaluate significance

The aim of this task is to prioritise aspects and 
associated impacts to determine which have a 
significant impact on the environment

There are many techniques that can be used and, 
again, ISO 14001 does not dictate which process 
should be used.

Example 1 – Simple questions 

For each aspect and associated impact the yes or 
no answer to a series of questions could be used as 
a means of determining significance. For example a 
yes answer to any of the following will result in the 
aspect being significant:

• Legal and other requirements – is there a general 
legal requirement, policy commitment, or 
corporate/office specific requirement.?

• Risk – does the activity present a significant risk 
to the environment, locally or globally?

• Customers – is the aspect of concern to 
customers, visitors or members of the public?
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Example 2: Risk assessment

A scoring system could be adopted that considers the 
likelihood and consequences of an aspect. This could 
be based on the system used for a general health and 
safety risk assessment. 

Some organisations have developed a complex 
scoring scheme that assigns a score for a series of 
significance indicators, but this rather old fashioned 
approach is not necessary to achieve ISO 14001. 

The following process is used to assign a priority 
rating for each environmental aspect.

1. Likelihood scored according to the criteria 
identified in Table 2

2. Consequences scored according to the criteria 
identified in Table 3

3. Calculate a rating score 

Rating Score = Likelihood x Consequence

4. Those with a Rating Score greater than 6 are 
identified as significant 

Likelihood Definition Score

Certain Once a year 4

Probable An incident which is 
reasonably foreseeable

3

Possible An incident which may 
occur

2

Unlikely An incident which is 
extremely unlikely to 
occur

1

Table 2:  Example of Likelihood Scoring Scheme.

Consequence Definition Score

Severe High environmental 
impact and/or

Is causing or may cause 
breach of law

Causing complaints 
and/or concern to 
stakeholders

4

Medium Medium environment 
impact and/or

Small change causing 
breach of law

Small change of  causing 
complaints or concerns 
of stakeholders

3

Low Slight environment 
impact

Controlled by law but 
very unlikely to be a 
breach

Highly unlikely to cause 
complaints and/or 
concern to stakeholders

2

Negligible Negligible 
environmental impact

Not controlled by law

No risk of complaints or 
concerns to stakeholders

1

Table 3: Example of Consequence Scoring Scheme

It is important to note that the aspects and impacts of 
an organisation will not be static, but will change over 
time. This can be a result of new or altered operations or 
changes in the significance ratings. The registers should 
therefore be updated on a frequent basis.

Environmental Policy
Following determination of significant aspects and 
impacts, an organisation should be in a position to 
produce an environmental policy statement.

The purpose of a policy statement purpose is to 
document the organisations intentions and principles it 
provides a framework for setting objectives and targets 
in relation to environmental performance.

The policy should be based on improvements identified 
in the environmental review. Senior management 
commitment should be clearly identified by the most 
senior person in the organisation signing the policy.

ISO 14001 provides information as to the contents of 
the policy; it states six key principles that should be 
included, these are that a policy:

• Is appropriate to the nature, scale and environmental 
impacts of its activities, products or services - a policy 
should be relevant to the environmental impacts of 
the organisation.

• Includes a commitment to continual improvement 
and prevention of pollution – the policy must state 
these two key commitments.

• Includes a commitment to comply with relevant 
environmental legislation, and other requirements 
to which the organisation subscribes - this is another 
key commitment and must be stated explicitly 
in the policy. Other requirements include items 
such as codes of practice, standards and corporate 
requirements which the organisation follows.

• Provides the framework for setting and reviewing 
environmental objectives and targets – the policy 
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should provide broad aims on how the organisation 
is to improve, these are backed up by more detailed 
objectives and targets

• Is documented, implemented and maintained and 
communicated to all employees - the policy should 
be written, and should not state commitments 
that cannot be proved, the policy should also be 
communicated to employees (e.g. notice boards, 
intranet, etc.).

• Is available to the public – this can be achieved by 
posting a copy of the policy on the internet.

An environmental policy statement is usually of about 
one page in length and can be a useful marketing tool 
for the organisation.

Objectives and Targets
To meet the commitments stated in the policy 
objectives, targets and management programmes need 
to be set. Objectives and targets shift the emphasis from 
identifying problem areas (aspects and impacts) to doing 
something to improve them.

A key element of an EMS is the commitment to and 
achievement of continual improvement. It is the 
objectives and targets that quantify the organisation’s 
commitment to improve over defined time scales. 

Typically environmental objectives are broad areas of 
improvement that are usually not quantified. Targets 
however are more specific and are linked to an objective 
they state in more detail what must be done. Typically 
targets are SMART:

• Specific

• Measurable

• Achievable

• Realistic 

• Time bound.

Ideally each policy commitment should be backed 
up by at least one objective, target and management 
programme.  They are an important part of an EMS and 
commit organisations to making improvements by set 
timescales.

Certain criteria must be considered when setting 
objectives and target including:

• Legal and other requirements.

• Significant aspects.

• Technological options.

• Financial, operational and business requirements.

• Views of Interested Parties.

Although often limited to addressing significant aspects 
they are not limited to these and may consider other 

issues for business or financial reasons. 

ISO 14001 Policy Links

Management programmes provide the next level of 
detail and provide further information on what needs to 
be done to comply with a target. A sample management 
programme can be found in the appendix at the end of 
this element. Management programme is really another 
name for an action plan and should as a minimum 
consist of:

• Tasks – to be completed to meet a target.

• Timescale – when a task will be completed by.

• Responsibility – who will be responsible for ensuring 
that the task is completed.

Some organisations develop environmental performance 
indicators (a form of key performance indicator) to 
measure reductions in significant environmental impacts. 
These can be used internally to measure performance 
but can also be externally validated. 

Legislation
An organisation must develop and maintain procedures 
to identify, have access to and understand all relevant 
legal and other requirements.

Issues to be considered in this procedure are:

• How does an organisation access and identify 
relevant legal and other requirements?

• How does it keep track of legal and other 
requirements?

• How does it keep track of changes to these 
requirements?

• How does it communicate relevant information on 
legal and other requirements to employees?

To ensure compliance with laws and other requirements 
the organisation should identify and have an 
understanding of the requirements applicable to it’s 
activities, products or services.  Several sources of 
information can be used, as we will see in Element 5.
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Although not explicitly stated within ISO 14001 an 
output of the legal procedure will be a legal and other 
requirements register that as a minimum will identify 
relevant laws and other requirements  and how they 
are applicable to the organisation. Environmental law 
changes on a regular basis and it is important that the 
legal procedure and register are kept up to date.

A sample page of a legal and other requirements register 
can be seen in the appendix at the end of this element.

It’s important that all employees at all levels are aware 
of their legislative duties.  The procedure needs to state 
a mechanism for ensuring employees gain access to the 
legislative requirements applicable to their jobs.

More...

IEMA Guide

Managing Compliance with Environmental Law - 
http://www.iema.net/ems/downloads

Implementation and Operation

Resources, Roles, Responsibility and Authority
It is essential that roles and responsibilities  are defined 
in order to comply with the ISO 14001 standard. 
All employees should also be made aware of their 
responsibilities in achieving compliance with the policy 
and relevant requirements of the EMS. Responsibilities 
can be defined in various ways and may be integrated 
with other job roles in job descriptions and/or a section 
in the environmental manual. 

ISO 14001 states that roles, responsibility and authorities 
should be defined, documented and communicated in 
order for correct working of the EMS. 

Although there are numerous ways of developing 
environmental responsibilities and organisational 
structures are different, a sample list of responsibilities is 
provided below:

Example Environmental 
Responsibilities

Responsibility

Identify overall direction 
of the EMS

Chief Executive/
Managing Director

Design policy Chief Executive/
Managing Director/
Environmental Manager

Identify environmental 
objectives, targets and 
programmes

Departmental Managers

Monitor EMS 
performance

Environmental Manager

Identify Training Needs/ 
Retain training records

Environmental Manager/
Human Resources 
Manager

Track cost associated 
with the EMS

Finance

Identify customer 
requirements

Sales and marketing staff

Compliance with 
procedures

All staff

Undertaking audits Audit team

Table 4: Sample Environmental Responsibilities.

By identifying the key environmental issues on a site it is 
possible to identify the required roles and responsibilities 
to ensure effective control. Key areas that responsibilities 
should be considered for are:

• Environmental management programmes

• Legislative requirements 

• Control of significant environmental impacts

• Current responsibilities for environmental 
management or other management systems (e.g. 
quality) 

The next stage is to associate roles and responsibilities 
for each identified issue. One method of documenting 
responsibilities is through the use of a responsibility 
matrix, alternatively organisational charts or written roles 
can be developed.

It is also stated in ISO 14001 that a management 
representative is appointed. The Management 
representative will:

• Make sure that the EMS is developed, implemented 
and maintained to ISO 14001.

• Report how successful the standard is to top 
management and highlight where changes will be 
needed.

Linked into the responsibilities section of ISO 14001 
is the requirement to provide resources for successful 
implementation and maintenance of the system. Such 
resources might include human resources (e.g. auditors, 
engineers, etc.) or material resources (e.g. abatement 
equipment and training).

Competence, Training and Awareness
Any person performing tasks for, or on behalf of, the 
organisation, that could have a significant environmental  
impact, must be competent. The organisation must 
ensure that not only employees, but also contractors 
and their employees, are able to demonstrate their 
competency.
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The organisation must therefore undertake a 
competency assessment to ensure workers have 
appropriate education, training or experience.

A common way of determining competency and 
development needs is to develop a matrix for identifying 
relevant employees, their environmental responsibilities 
and current training, experience and education for each 
significant aspect.

Such a system may be in place already for general 
training needs and can be used with minor alteration for 
the EMS.

Training is an integral part of competency and the 
standard requires that three levels of training should be 
identified:

• Environmental Awareness - to create an appreciation 
and basic understanding amongst every employee of 
environmental issues.

• Specialised skills/ knowledge - individual activity 
based training needed for personnel involved with 
environmentally significant processes or activities.

• EMS training need - this training requires that certain 
individuals within an organisation are aware and 
capable of implementing an EMS (i.e. capable of 
writing procedures and policies, etc.).

Communication
Effective communication is essential to the successful 
development and implementation of an EMS. 
Communication is required to:

• Motivate the workforce.

• Explain the environmental policy (both internally and 
externally) and how it relates to the overall vision/ 
strategy of the organisation).

• Ensure understanding of roles and responsibilities.

• Demonstrate management commitment.

• Monitor performance.

• Identify potential system improvements.

ISO 14001 requires that an organisation has a 
communication system that covers

• Internal communications between the various levels 
and functions of the organisation.

• Receiving, documenting and responding to relevant 
communication from external interested parties.

The organisation must also consider processes for 
external communication on its significant environment 
aspects and record its decisions.

Key parts of the EMS that should be communicated to 
staff include:

• The environmental management system.

• The importance of conformance with the 
environmental policy, procedures and system.

• The potential consequences of system non-
conformances.

• Individual roles and responsibilities in achieving 
conformance with procedures, including emergency 
preparedness and response.

• The significant environmental aspects associated with 
work activities and the environmental benefits of 
improved personal performance.

Effective internal communication systems require 
mechanisms for information to flow top-down and 
bottom-up. Since employees are on the front line they 
are often excellent sources of information, issues and 
ideas. 

External communication can consist of complaints from 
local community and investigations by regulators. An 
organisation should have a communication procedure 
to deal with such external communications. Such 
a procedure would include having a person who is 
designated to deal with the incoming communication. 
Depending on the nature of the communication it 
may be required to be transferred to another person 
within the company who is more able to deal with it. For 
external communications a record should be retained, 
this is generally achieved by developing a communication 
log.

Documentation & Control of Documents
The ISO 14001 standard requires organisations to 
develop and maintain documentation that describes 
the core elements of the EMS and there interaction 
and provides links to further related documentation in 
either electronic or paper form. The hierarchy of such 
documents that need to be developed is as follows

• Policy

General statement of the organisations intent.

• Manual

Provides an overview of how the EMS operates in its 
entirety, including links to procedures.

• Procedures

These describe in more detail how elements of 
an EMS operate including communications, legal 
compliance and operational procedures.

• Records

These provide detailed information of the EMS 
and are linked to the requirements of procedures. 
Examples include aspects and impact registers, 
training records and waste transfer notes.

Documents must also be controlled such that they can 
be:
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• Located in a efficient manner.

• Legible.

• Reviewed on a regular basis and amended as 
necessary.

• Current version of the document are available in the 
area where they are needed.

• Documents that have become obsolete are kept (this 
may be needed to be undertaken for legal purposes; 
e.g. waste consignment notes must be retained for 3 
years).

Procedures must be developed to ensure that these 
requirements are complied with. EMS documents such as 
the manual and procedures should be controlled. 

Operational Control
To ensure that the requirements of the environmental 
policy are complied with and objectives are achieved 
certain activities and operations must be controlled 
within the EMS. In the case of the identified significant 
environmental impacts this is likely to take the form 
of documented procedures (at least one is usually 
developed per significant aspect). Procedural controls 
can also help ensure that legal requirements are 
complied with and are important in training employees.

Determining which operations need to be covered by 
operational procedures and work instructions is a very 
important part of the successful running of an EMS.  
Activities such as maintenance, supplier and contractor 
management and spillage control should be controlled 
as part of an EMS. Other activities which may require 
operational control include:

• Management or disposal of wastes.

• Operation of an effluent treatment plant.

• Wastewater treatment.

• Operation of plating system.

ISO 14001 requires that operations that are associated 
with significant environmental aspects be identified. 
These activities should then be planned by an 
organisation to ensure that they are undertaken under 
controlled conditions.

When determining what should be included within an 
operational control system, the following should be 
considered:

• Which parameters need control?

• In what way can these be controlled to decrease 
environmental impact?

• Are there any checks, measurements or tests that 
would improve control?

Significant aspects should be controlled. Initially the 
activities that cause these aspects should be considered 

and the type of control needed to manage or reduce 
such impacts should also be considered. It is good 
practice to develop a draft procedure which should be 
trialed and amended as appropriate before the final 
version is issued.

When implementing an EMS for the first time a 
preliminary review is usually undertaken to determine 
current performance. This review is useful in the 
identification of the need for operational controls and, 
whilst it is not a mandatory part of ISO 14001, in practice 
it is essential.

Emergency Preparedness and Response
ISO 14001 requires organisations to establish and 
maintain procedures to identify and respond to 
accident and emergencies and to prevent or reduce 
environmental impacts that are associated with them.  
Such procedures are also required to be reviewed and 
revised, particularly after an accident has occurred.  Such 
procedures must also be tested.

Common accidents that have an environmental impact 
include:

• Fires.

• Floods.

• Waste water releases.

• Air releases.

It is important to ensure that incidents arising from, or 
potentially arising from, abnormal operating conditions 
and accidents and potential emergency conditions are 
taken in to consideration.

The number and type of procedures that need to 
be developed is dependent on the complexity of an 
organisation’s environmental impacts.  A large chemical 
company will, for example, need a relatively complex 
emergency plan, whereas an office would require a few 
simple procedures.

The procedures should state how personnel should 
respond during the identified potentially abnormal and 
emergency conditions. The procedure should include 
the use of prevention and mitigation measures so as to 
limit the environmental impacts associated with each 
abnormal and emergency event.

Checking

Monitoring and Measurement
Monitoring and measurements is a requirement of ISO 
14001. In particular the standard states that procedures 
should be developed and implemented covering the 
monitoring of key operational characteristics that 
can have a significant environmental impact. More 
specifically this should include monitoring:
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• Information to measure performance.

• Operational controls.

• Conformity with objectives and targets.

How monitoring is undertaken is flexible. One approach 
to monitoring and environmental performance 
associated with significant aspects is that monitoring 
requirements are identified in environmental 
management programmes. The monitoring of 
conformance to objectives and targets and operational 
controls can be accomplished through the internal 
system audit process. 

Monitoring results should be analysed to determine 
areas of success and identification of activities that 
require control. For example if an objective is set to 
reduce energy consumption by 10%, then an objective 
way to determine energy consumption level on a regular 
basis must be in place.

Appropriate control systems should be put in to place to 
ensure the reliability of data including the calibration and 
maintenance of instruments.

Evaluation of Compliance
An organisation is required to develop and implement 
a procedure for evaluating compliance with legal 
and other requirements. It is also required to keep a 
record of these evaluations. This is achieved by most 
organisations through the undertaking of audits and 
when implementing an EMS for the first time, through 
the preliminary review.

Changing circumstances will require a re-evaluation and 
this process is therefore not a ‘one off’ activity’.

EMS Records
Procedures are required by ISO 14001 for the 
identification, maintenance and disposal of records. 
Records include:

• Waste transfer and consignment notes.

• Training records.

• Aspects and impacts register.

• Legal register.

• Results of monitoring.

• Hazardous material spill / other incident reports.

• Results of management reviews.

• Sampling and monitoring data.

• Maintenance records.

• Equipment calibration records.

The records that are required should be clearly identified 
as being a part of the EMS. Where possible there should 
be a procedure reference, date and issue number, the 
retention time of the record should also be identified.

If an organisation operates a quality management system 
to ISO 9000 then a record management procedure 
should already be operational.

EMS Auditing
The definition within ISO 14001 of an environmental 
audit is:

“A systematic and documented verification process 
of objectively obtaining and evaluating evidence to 
determine whether an organisation’s environmental 
management system conforms to the environmental 
management system audit criteria set by the 
organisation and for communication of the results of 
this process to management.”

ISO 14001 states that audit programmes and procedures 
should cover:

• The activities and areas to be considered in audits.

• The frequency of audits.

• The responsibilities associated with managing and 
conducting audits.

• The communication of audit results.

• Auditor competence.

• How audits are to be conducted. 

Term Meaning

Audit 
Procedures

Describes the audit methodology 
and reporting

Audit 
schedule

Annual programme of audits. 
ISO 14001 requires that your 
organisation develops an 
environmental audit schedule that 
is based around the audit frequency 
stated in the environmental audit 
procedure. The audit schedule will be 
used to identify the frequency and 
location of internal environmental 
management system audits and will 
be revised as necessary. Revisions to 
the audit schedule may be based on 
the results of prior audits and should 
take into account the environmental 
significance of an organisations 
activities and issues. The audit 
schedule can be based on individual 
departments  or ISO 14001 clauses.

Audit cycle Period over which all parts of the 
organisation are audited

Audit Plan Sets out timetable and plan for 
individual audit

Table 5: Audit Terminology 
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The purpose of an EMS audit is to determine whether 
the EMS conforms to ISO 14001, legal issues and 
procedures. It should also check that an EMS is properly 
implemented and maintained. The audit report 
should provide information on the results of audits to 
management. The internal audit plays an important 
role within the EMS and therefore is an important 
component of the certification assessment.

The basis of ISO 14001 is managing environmental risks.  
Therefore, a proper EMS should provide the basis for 
risk management, for instance by helping to ensure legal 
compliance. Environmental audits should be part of 
management control and good management practice. 

Bearing this in mind, internal EMS audits can be based 
on:

• Compliance - to assess legal compliance.

• Technical - to assess technical management and 
control, e.g. pollution treatment equipment.

• EMS - to assess against  ‘planned arrangements’ for 
the environmental management system.

The objective of auditing is to find root causes of a 
problem beyond the symptoms. 

The internal audit process can be subdivided into three 
main stages:

• Initiating and preparing for the audit 

This stage involves defining the audit scope - what 
are we auditing?  and what are we limiting the audit  
to? The extent of the audit (scope) must be defined 
at the preliminary stages.  It relates to organisational 
activities, physical locations and the manner of 
reporting.

At this stage it is necessary to compile an audit plan, 
determine the audit team and prepare working 
documents (e.g. checklists).

• Executing the audit

Execution is the most hands on stage, during which 
the facility or operations are visited and observed 
and evidence is gathered. The processes which occur 
during this stage include:

 – Opening meeting.
 – Collecting evidence.
 – Audit findings.
 – Closing meeting.

• Reporting the audit

The audit report will contain:

 – Summary of findings (including areas for 
improvement agreed with auditee).

 – Identified non-conformances.
 – Observations.
 – Conclusions.

Corrective and Preventative Action
ISO 14001 requires that organisations develop 
and implement a procedure for dealing with non-
conformances and for correcting them or preventing 
them from occurring in the future. More specifically the 
procedures must include requirements for:

• Identifying and correcting non-conformances and 
to undertake action that mitigate environmental 
impacts.

• Investigating non-conformances (identifying causes 
and taking action to prevent them from occurring).

• Evaluating the need for action to prevent non-
conformances and implementing actions.

• Recording any corrective or preventative actions 
undertaken.

• Undertaking reviews of corrective and preventative 
actions.

Corrective and preventative actions are often identified 
during the audit process, although they can be identified 
during other EMS activities, such as monitoring or 
environmental committee meetings.

Management Review
ISO 14001 states that an organisation’s top management 
should review the EMS to ensure that is suitable, 
adequate and effective and that the review should be 
completed at specified intervals. The review should be 
designed to assess the need for improvements with 
regards to the EMS.

The management review commonly takes the form 
of a meeting where the Environmental Manager will 
undertake a presentation on the status of the EMS. 
Things that are considered in the management review 
include:

• Results of audits.

• External communications, e.g. complaints.

• The environmental performance of the organisation.

• The level of compliance with objectives and targets.

• Status of corrective actions.

• Past management review actions.

• Changing circumstances, e.g. changes of law.

• General recommendation to improve.

There is not a review frequency set in ISO 14001, 
however most organisations undertake a management 
review at least once a year. An agenda should be 
prepared prior to the review and minutes of the review 
should be documented and retained.
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The Links to ISO 9000 Quality Systems 
The quality management system framework can 
serve as a foundation for environmental management 
systems. In essence, an EMS is the application of quality 
management system principles to the management of 
environmental activities.  

There are a lot of similarities between the ISO 9000 and 
ISO 14000 series’. Organisations who already possess 
ISO 9001 will have a number of the components 
required for ISO 14001. Established quality management 
awareness within an organisation will have created, to 
some level, an awareness of management systems, which 
will hopefully help smooth the implementation of ISO 
14001. While the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 standards 
have a different focus, they share similar requirements 
(as we will consider in Element 4).

Interpreting Continual Improvement 
Basically, the concept of continual improvement 
recognises that problems will occur, but a committed 
organisation learns from its mistakes and prevents similar 
problems from occurring in the future.

It is important to appreciate that improvement does not 
have to occur in all areas of the EMS simultaneously. 
The rate and nature of improvement is for the company 
to decide, but it must be able to demonstrate some 
improvement in performance.

As discussed, a common way of achieving continual 
improvement is by setting and complying with 
environmental objectives and targets. Strategic objectives 
can be supported by more detailed objectives relating to 
a particular activity or area of the site. Senior managers 
should be involved in defining objectives and targets in 
consultation with the managers or supervisors of the 
relevant site operations. Progress towards achieving 
objectives and targets needs to be regularly reviewed 
and revised as necessary. This usually occurs as part of 
management review meetings.

Jargon Buster

Continual Improvement

Continual improvement is an integral part 
of the ISO 14001 standard and is defined as 
the process of enhancing the environmental 
management system to achieve improvements in 
overall environmental performance in line with 
environmental policy. 

The Role of the Key Bodies 
The following are key bodies and roles within ISO 14001:

• International Organisation for Standardisation 
(ISO)

Remember, this is the organisation which develops 
and reviews the ISO 14000 series of international 
environmental management standards. ISO was 
founded in 1946 and its headquarters is located in 
Geneva, Switzerland. ISO has developed international 
voluntary standards for many other sectors and 
disciplines in industry. Over 100 countries have 
national standards bodies that are members of 
ISO. The British Standards Institute is the UK 
representative to ISO.

• Technical Committee 207 (TC 207)

In January 1993, ISO created Technical Committee 
207 (TC 207) whose role is to develop and maintain 
the ISO 14000 series of standards.  Representatives 
from the ISO member countries contribute their 
input to TC 207 through national delegations.

• Certification bodies

Externally certify organisations to the ISO 14001 
system by undertaking audits of the organisation’s 
EMS against the requirements of the ISO 14001 
standard. Certification may or may not be accredited 
with an accreditation body such as United Kingdom 
Accreditation Services (UKAS), however for those 
certification bodies that are accredited it ensures that 
the services offered is externally checked. Examples 
of certification bodies include Lloyds Register of 
Quality Assurance (LRQA) and the British Standards 
Institute (BSI).

• Accreditation bodies

UKAS is the UK’s accreditation body. UKAS 
provide an accreditation service for certification 
bodies ensuring that they provide a high quality 
certification service in line with the requirements 
of ISO/IEC 17021:2006 Conformity assessment 
- requirements for bodies providing audit and 
certification of management systems. It is 
essentially a quality control check on the service 
offered by the certification body. 

• Auditors

May be internal (e.g. staff) or external (e.g. 
consultants and certification body auditors). Auditors 
have a responsibility to ensure that the management 
system conforms to the requirements of ISO 14001, 
legal requirements, etc.RRC S
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