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5 Guideline 400 and the Guide to Sustainability 
Reporting of the Dutch Accounting Standards Board

5.1 Description and commentary

What is the Dutch Accounting Standards Board (DASB)  [Raad van de Jaarverslaggeving]? 

Founded in 1981, the Foundation for Annual Reporting [Stichtin g voor de Jaarvers laggeving]  

aims to  foster quality in external reporting, particularly in the annual accounts, of legal 

entities and other organisatio ns in the Netherlands.  It seeks to achieve this objective by 

publishing authoritative statements and recommendations on external reporting and 

by issuing opinions o n external reporting requirements to  the government and to other 

regulatory bodies, either o f its own accord or in response to requests.

The Foundation’s bo ard is made up of representatives of  the following organisations: 

Confederation of Netherlands Industry and Employers (VNO-NCW); Dutch Trade Union 

Federation (FNV); National Federation of Christian Trade Unions of the Netherlands 

(CNV); Order of the Netherlands Institute o f Registered Accountants (NIVR A); Association 

of Investment Analysts (VBA); Dutch Order of  Accountant-Administrator Consultants 

(NOvAA); Royal Dutch Association of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (MKB-Nederland) 

and Eumedion. The Dutch Accounting Standards Board (DASB) is the executive body of 

the Foundation and made up of the representatives of  the preparers, the users and the 

auditors of  annual accounts. It is charged with the task of  drafting and publishing the 

authoritative statements and recommendatio ns and of advising the government and 

other regulatory bodies.

Why is Guideline 400 important?

The Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands emphasised the impo rtance of 

transparency within the co ntext of  CSR in its advisory report On Sustainable Globalisation: 

A World to  be won.1 Enterprises are advised to clarify their own objectives and values and 

how they go about achieving them. Transparency enables enterprises to win the trust of  

their stakeholders, build their reputations and command their employees’ and customers’ 

loyalty.

It is against this background that the Co uncil referred in its 2000 adviso ry report De Winst 

van Waarden to the possibility of the DASB publishing further guidelines.  The DASB 

thereupo n issued two publications in 2003:

• a new version of its Annual Report Guideline 400 [Richtlijn 400 Jaarverslag] , adapted 

to include information on CSR in the report of the board of directors/board of 

management as regards existing financial reporting;

1 See th e SER Advisory Report On  S usta in able Globalisation, p. 110. See also th e SER advisory report Corporate S ocial 

Responsibility: A Dutch Approach.
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• a guide to separate sustainability reporting.

Guideline 400 w as amended in 2005. Pursuant to  Section 2:391(1) of  the Dutch Civil Code, 

enterprises are now asked to present information in their annual reports on non-financial 

performance indicators, including environmental and employee matters, insofar as 

necessary to  acquire a good understanding of their results o r their position. In this way, 

the Netherlands co mplies with the EU’s Accounts Moder nisatio n Directive. Similar 

arrangements therefore apply in every EU Member State.

Who does Guideline 400 address?

Guideline 400 basically applies for all large and medium-sized legal entities. In its Accounts 

Modernisation Directive,2 the European Commission indicates that ever y Member 

State may allow for exemptio ns based on enterprise size. The Dutch Civil Code allows 

a partial exemption for medium-sized enterprises (see Section 2:397(7) of the Code).  

These enterprises are not required to discuss non-financial performance indicators in 

their annual reports as referred to in Section 391(1). Small enterprises are not obliged 

to  draw up an annual report at all (Section 2:396(6) BW). The box below discusses how the 

Civil Code defines medium-sized and small enterprises.

 

What are the most important CSR element s in Guidelin e 400?

The Guideline’s recommendations co ncern the following aspects:

2 Directive no. 2003 /51/EC of th e European Parliament and of the Counc il of 18 Jun e 2003, OJEC  L 178.

Definition of small and medium-sized legal entities in the Dutch Civil Code

“Small legal entities” (Section 2:396 of the Civil Code) are legal entities that 

satisfy two or three of the following requirements (see paragraph 1, Section 

2:396 of the Code): 1) their total assets do not exceed EUR 4.4 million, 2) their net 

commercial turnover does not exceed EUR 8.8 million and 3) they employ fewer 

than 50 workers throughout the financial year. “Medium-sized legal entities” 

(Section 2:397 of the Code) are legal entities that satisfy two or three of the 

following requirements (see paragraph 1, Section 2:397 of the Code): 1) their 

total assets do not exceed EUR 17.5 million, 2) their net commercial turnover 

does not exceed EUR 35 million and 3) they employ fewer than 250 workers 

throughout the financial year. Medium-sized legal entities are large, but they 

are not among the largest enterprises or corporate groups.

The amounts cited may be altered by a general administrative order [algemene 

maatregel van bestuur]. 



G U I D E L I N E  4 0 0  A N D  T H E  G U I D E  T O  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y  R E P O R T I N G  O F  T H E  D U T C H  A C C O U N T I N G  S T A N D A R D S  B O A R D

69

General aspects : the enterprise’s most important challenges, the extent to which these 

determine its business strategy, the role of the stakeholders in this context, the relationship 

between environmental, social and economic aspects and the impact on the public of 

such product and service factors as safety and quality.

Environmental aspects (Planet): the attitude of the enterprise toward the environment, 

the impact of  environmental risks and obligations on the enterprise’s financial position.

Social aspects (People):  employment, policy on employment terms, co-determinatio n, 

health and safety, etc. This also includes human rights (including worker rights and the 

policy o n child labour, forced labour, non-discrimination and anti-corr uption).

Economic aspects (Profit) : taxation, distribution of added value among  stakeholders, 

knowledge generation and dissemination to society by means of research and development, 

training and so forth. 

In all these aspects, the Guideline advises enterprises to focus on dialogue with 

stakeholders, the relevant policy and how  it is organised, policy implementation and 

outcomes, and expectations for the future.

Guide to Sustainability  Reporting

In addition to amending Guideline 400 in 2005, the DASB has also developed a conceptual 

framework for separate sustainability reporting (the Guide to Sustainability Reporting 

[Handreiking voor maatschappelijke verslaggev ing]). The Guide focuses on the group of 

medium-sized and large enterprises that come within the scope of  the Annual Report 

Guideline 400. As the DASB states in its foreword, however, the Guide may also be applied 

by other organisations. The Guide provides points of reference and considerations. Section 

5.3 presents the Guide’s management summary.

The provisions of  Guideline 400 and the Guide to  Sustainability Repo rting are based in 

part on the guidelines developed by the Global Reporting Initiative (see A ppendix 1 to 

the Statement).

Revision of Guideline 400 and recommendations on supply chain reporting

The Dutch Government would like the DASB to evaluate the revised recommendations 

on sustainability reporting and to amend o r tighten them up where necessar y. As the 

field of sustainability reporting is evolving, the Government does not wish to lay down 

legal requirements.3

3 See th e polic y docu ment Inspireren, in noveren, in tegreren: kabin etsvisie m aatschapp elijk verantwoord o ndernemen 

2008-2011, 13  Decem ber 2007 , p. 12 .
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The Social and Economic Council of the Netherlands has asked the DASB to supplement 

Guideline 400 and the Guide to Sustainability Reporting by developing recommendations 

for enterprises concerning their reporting on internatio nal supply chain responsibility, 

based o n the ICC’s Guidance on Supply Chain Responsibility and good practices in this 

co ntext. The DASB has responded positively to this request (letter to Social and Eco no mic 

Council chairman, 16 September 2008).
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5.2 Text Guideline 400 (relevant selection)

INFORMATION ON ASPEC TS  OF C ORPORATE SO CIAL  RESPONSIBLITY

117. Three aspects of su stainability are genera lly a ssociated with bu siness activit ies : en vironm ental,

socia l and economic. By con sciously  considering t hese aspect s an d the impact  of busin ess

activities on the m,  legal entities can make a contribution to sustainable development. This 

is  often referred to as corporate socia l responsibility. The public increasingly expects legal

entities to report  on t he impact of the susta inabilit y aspects of t heir business act ivities. Such

reporting should cover the en terprise’s  policy, its implementation and outcomes, and future

susta ina bility/CS R expectations . The standards for such disclosure are s till u nder developm ent.

Compared with annual fin ancial report ing, susta in abilit y re port in g by legal en tit ies is st ill 

in  it s infancy. Our notions of what  constitutes good susta in abilit y re port in g can  only evolve

if we provide  guidance for such reporting.

Such guidance should be based not only on n ation al models and ideas, but  also on  

in tern ational concepts and proposals. One important example is t he Global Reporting 

In itiat ive (GR I),  which has t he active support of the United Nation s (UNEP). 

118. In  the presen t state of debate about sust ainability reportin g, t he pre parers and users of such

reports  must them selve s in dicate wh at in form ation they believe should be provided and wh at

in formation t hey prefe r to re ce ive.

Th e purpose of sustainability  reporting is not solely to mee t the informat ion ne eds of use rs,

bu t also to give the  relevant legal en tit y the  opportun ity  to reveal its commitment to t he 

community th rough  its business objectives and act ions.

119. In  order to promote tran sparency in th e action s of le gal ent ities, paragraphs 120 to 123 of fer

a frame work for supporting and guiding su stainability reporting and h ow such reporting is

evolvin g. We recom men d th at this fram ework be applied when re porting  on the su stainability

aspect s of bu siness. The concepts u sed wit hin  this context are expla ine d below.

120. We  recommen d reporting on  the sust ainability aspects of business in t he legal e ntity’s

annu al report or in a se parate  docume nt (for e xample a separate  annual sustainability re port,

annual social report and/ or annua l environm ental report;  we refer to the Guide to  Sustaina bility

Reporting,  version 2003)  or in both  the annual report and a separate report .

If t he legal e ntity reports on susta in abilit y aspe cts in both th e ann ual report  and a separate

report,  t he separate report should provide more det ailed in formation than the annu al report.

It  would then  be a dvisable for  th e an nual report a nnex  an nual a ccounts  to  refer to the separate

report. This also applies on ly if a separate reportin g document is issued. The annual report

may also re fer to the inte ntion to publish a separate re port of t his kind.

121. Where requ ired in order to u nderstand t he development,  results or position  of t he legal

ent ity and grou p e nterprises,  the an aly sis given in th e annu al report shou ld encompass both

financial and non-fina ncial performa nce  indicators, in cluding  on environmenta l and personnel
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matters. When reporting on corporate social responsibility, it is  advisable to consider each of

the followin g aspects:

a. gene ral aspects

The  most important problems/challenges faced by the legal entity, to what exte nt th ey

affect corporate strategy, the  role played by the legal ent ity ’s stakeh olders, the relationship

be tween environmental, social an d econ omic aspects (see b., c. an d d. below), and the  

sustainability aspects of t he products sold and/or services ren de red (e .g. safety, quality ).

b. environmental aspects

In formation on t he att itu de  of t he legal e ntity toward the en vironme nt, t he implications

of e nvironme ntal risks an d obligations for the  le gal ent ity’s financia l position , an d the

environmental performance of the  legal entity insofar as th is has implications for its  

financial posit ion.

Th e Explanatory Note  recommen ds th at th e following information be provided with  respect

to e nvironmental matters:

1. the legal entity’s  environment al protection policy and programme s, specif ically those

in tended to prevent pollu tion/contaminat ion;

2. improve men ts in import ant areas of environmental prote ct ion sin ce  the policy was 

in troduced;

3. the extent to  which environm ental protect ion m easures have been or are being implem ented ,

based on th e re levant legislation;

4. in formation on en viron men tal performan ce, for example en ergy, mate rial and water 

consumption, emissions and waste disposal,  prov ided t his information is  appropriate 

and significant given  the nature an d size of the legal entity;

5. if t he legal e ntity issues a  separate e nvironmental report, a  reference to that report.

Th e in formation referred to in point 4. may t hen consist of a brie f summary of the 

environmental informat ion an d a refe rence  to t he env ironmen tal report .

c. socia l aspects

The se include employme nt-related matters, for example employment (staff n umbers and

average st aff turnove r),  employment  terms, employee  labour market an d socia l insuran ce

prov isions (inclu ding measu res to prevent occupational disability, ou tplace men t facilities

and labou r pools) , con sultat ions bet ween e mployees and management,  employee 

co-determination,  health and safety,  education an d training, diversity and career 

opportun ities. Th ey also include human right s (includin g worker rights and the  policy  

on  child labour,  forced labour and n on-discrimination), integrity (anti-corruption policy),

commitmen t to t he commun ity, etc.

d. econ omic aspects

The se include th e financial contribution  to t he community in which the  le gal entity 

operates in the broadest se nse ( for example in  the form of taxes),  the entity’s  financial 

cont ribu tion to its stakeholders (cu stomers,  suppliers,  employees, financin g bodies and

governmen t) an d the generation and ge neral dissemination of knowledge (R&D) (see also

paragraphs 111 to 116), t raining and so forth .
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122 In reporting on t he aspects listed in paragraph 121, it is advisable to consider th e following

elements of each relevant  aspect:  

• dialog ue with  stakeholders

The amou nt of detail in the  report depends in part on whet her or not the stakeholde rs play

an active role;

• pol icy pursued on the particular aspect

This sh ould cover what policy is pursued with respect to each aspe ct  and what the primary

concerns are. The legal e ntity can a lign  it s policy with  existing national and internat ional

declarations, conventions and gu idelines. This e lement  also con ce rns the  financial and 

economic aspects;

• the  organisation of tha t policy

This  concerns the distribu tion of duties and responsibilit ies  wit hin t he legal ent ity an d how

these a re mana ged ( the governa nce structure and related m anagem ent information systems);

• the  implementa tion of that policy and its outcomes

This concerns information on policy imple men tation , base d on t he results re corde d in 

t he year  under review, for  exa mple  a list  of m easures  and achievem ents. The inform ation

provided here should also inclu de  a review of the audits performed on policy 

implementat ion m easures  and policy outcomes and t he realisation of any prev iously 

announced expe ctation s; and

• ex pectations for the  future

See paragraphs 110 and 126 to 132 for recommendations concern in g the information to be

provided on  this element .

123 It may be  important to distinguish between different segments  w hen providing the in form ation

described above. We recom mend adhering  to  t he relevant  provision s in Chapter 350 , Segm ented 

Information.

INFORMATION ON THE USE O F A CODE O F CON DUC T

124 Dutch legal entities listed on th e stock e xchange an d subject to the 23 De ce mber 2004 

Decree establishing  furth er instructions  concerning the con tent of the an nual report [Besluit

van 23 december 2004 tot vaststell ing van nadere voorschriften omtrent de inhoud van het jaarverslag] 

m ust provide informa tion in their ann ual report on their  compliance with the Dutch corporate

governa nce code pursu ant to th is Decree . The  le gal entity must indicate wh ether or not it

complie s wit h a code of conduct and which code of con du ct  that is . Furthe rmore, it must 

indicate whet her its compliance wit h this code of con duct is mandatory or voluntary. The

legal entity must also refe r in  its  a nnual report (or table of contents ) to a source of informa tion

about compliance wit h the code of con du ct (for example th e website).
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5.3 Text Guide to Sustainability Reporting (management summary)

The  objective of t his gu ide is  to provide a conceptual framework wh ich organisations can use for 

the preparation of the ir su stainability report. It give s point s of reference and con siderat ions. 

The  user group of susta inabilit y reports is dive rse. Moreover, the susta in ability aspects are spe cific 

to each organisation. In addition to using guides, it is  therefore important to condu ct  a dialogue 

with stakeholders.

While susta inabilit y reports are  prepared above all by organ isation s in the production  and services 

sectors, they are relevant to other organisations , too, such as governmen t institutions  and civil-society  

organ isation s.

Sust ainability reports provide information  on the economic, e nvironme ntal an d socia l aspects of 

an organisation and the effects of its operations on  socie ty. On e of the objectives of susta in abilit y 

reporting is  to in form an  organisation’s stakeholde rs. In this way, an organisation at the same time 

accou nts to its  stakeholders for t he manner in  which  it has assumed its responsibilities in different 

fie lds. Sust ainability reports set t he st age for t he dialogue betwe en organisat ions and th eir 

stakeholders.

Sust ainability reporting n ot only satisfies the n eeds of stakeholders for in formation, howeve r. 

It has ben efits for t he reporting organisation as well, in t hat it considers new market opport unities, 

provides more in sight  in to risks, and offe rs an opportunity to improve its reputation, enhan ce  

employee motivation , re du ce conf lict,  and contribute to th e culture  of t he business and/or its 

inte rnal cohesion. It can  also lead to lower financing costs.

The  in formation in susta inabilit y re port s is u nderstandable, relevant,  re liable  and comparable. 

The  image that is projected in su stainability reports is representative of th e actual situation. The 

inform ation  in susta ina bility re port s is  logically s tructured in it s presen tation of policies , objectives,  

mana gem ent, perform ance and future development s. For a proper in te rpretat ion of an organisa tion’s  

pe rformance,  in formation is required on th e organisation con cern ed, the scope  of t he report and 

reporting policy.

Chan ges in  reporting policy or manne r of presentation are adequately  explained. Su stainability 

reports give information  on  the perception an organisation has of economic, env iron men tal and 

socia l sustainability  and its policie s in these fields. In  addition, information  is  provided on  how an 

organ isation  h as embedded economic,  e nvironmental and social sust ainability in it s management 

structure an d sy stems. Inform ation  is also  give n on the dia logue  w it h stake holders  a nd t he outcome  

of such dialogue. It is important in t his re spect to put t he economic, environmen tal and social 

pe rformance in t he right context and e xplain it adequately. The manner of presen tation is so 

structured that comparison over t ime is possible.
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Su stainability reports can be published in a variety  of ways: separately or in combination with  

finan cia l reports. Organisat ions should preferably publish their sustainability report annually,  if 

possible  at the same time as the ir financial annu al report. Organisations that pu blish information  

via t he Internet can  opt to update  this information more fre quen tly. Organisations make  their 

sustainability  report available on requ est. In order to promote accessibility,  the website of the 

organisat ion concerned indicates whethe r it publishes a su stainability report or not .

For t he purpose of comparison over time, organisations are expected to retain t heir sustainability  

report coverin g at least three con secutive years.


