CHAPTER 2


ANNUAL REPORTS OF government companies





Reports referred to the Committee


Annual reports from two government companies were referred to and examined by the Committee. They were Landcare Australia Limited and National Rail Corporation Limited (NR) (See also appendix 1).


Reporting guidelines


In its report entitled Government companies and their reporting requirements published in November 1989, the Senate Standing Committee on Finance and Public Administration noted that ‘reporting requirements under companies legislation are less than the requirements faced by departments and statutory authorities’.� Notwithstanding this view, the Committee examined these reports in order to establish that comprehensive and useful information has been presented.








Examination of reports


Landcare Australia Limited


Landcare Australia Limited, incorporating Coastcare and The Landcare Foundation, was incorporated in the Australian Capital Territory on 10 October 1989 as a non-profit company limited by guarantee. The subscribers to the company’s memo of association included representatives of the Commonwealth, The Australian Conservation Foundation and the National Farmers’ Federation.�


The Committee noted that this report largely conformed to the guidelines within the body of the report. The use of colour, graphs, tables and photographs provided variation and interest for the reader.


However the Committee was of the view that a comprehensive table of contents and an index would have helped the reader to find specific information. The Committee would also like to see detailed information on Landcare staff included in future reports.


�
National Rail Corporation Limited (NR)


National Rail Corporation Limited (NR) is a company which was incorporated under the Australian Corporations Law in 1991. It began operation in February 1993. Its shareholders are the federal government of Australia and the states of New South Wales and Victoria.� The corporation is not connected with the Australian National Railways Commission (AN), which is a statutory body solely owned by the federal government of Australia.


The Committee was of the view that the report conformed to the guidelines with regard to the provision of information. However, the location and size of text, at times made it difficult to gather key facts which help the reader read with understanding. For example, the corporation’s details of incorporation, mission statement and other salient details such as units of measurement and terminology get overlooked in the small print inside the front cover.


The Committee noted the effective use of monochrome photographs, particularly of NR employees and rolling stock, to help describe the environment in which the corporation operations. This feature, along with tables and graphs added interest for the reader. 


Several useful tools which the Committee felt could be used to good effect in future reports are, a comprehensive table of contents, an alphabetical index and a glossary.





General issues arising from the reports


The Committee wishes to comment on two general matters that became apparent during its examination of the reports by government companies. These matters essentially relate to the presentation of information and compliance with the guidelines.








Presentation of information


In its previous examination of annual reports�, the Committee emphasised the view that reports should provide as many tools as possible to assist the reader in accessing the information contained within those documents. The Committee has been impressed that many of the recent reports examined have adopted such tools and in some instances presented the information with an increased level of sophistication for the reader.


The Committee considers that the level of reporting by the organisations in this report is consistently high. However the Committee felt that several organisations could be better served in making their information more accessible. This could be achieved by making some elementary changes in the design of their report. For example, by including a detailed table of contents, an alphabetical index and a glossary of terms an organisation immediately has a more ‘readable’ report. This can be enhanced with careful consideration to text space and density, clear headings and spacious layout. These are features in a report which will help the general reader to read with ease and understand the complex operations of specialist bodies.





Compliance with the guidelines


The Committee considers that accountability to Parliament should be the central objective of annual reports and reiterates the need of government companies to comply with the Reporting guidelines for the annual reports of non-statutory authorities.�


A number of reports have attempted to comply as much as possible with the guidelines as described above, and the Committee commends those companies which have sought to standardise their reports according to the published framework.





Conclusion





The annual reports of the two government companies examined in this report are considered by the Committee to be ‘apparently satisfactory’ according to the published guidelines.
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