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Overview
ISO 14001:2015 has now been released and is a major revision to the previous edition issued in 
2004. The overall goal of this revision is to help companies improve their environmental performance 
and reduce the burden of management system documentation in the pursuit of more environmentally 
sustainable practices. It seeks to accomplish this outcome by prescribing an operational framework to 
protect the environment throughout every level of a company’s operations. It also introduces methods 
to respond to changing environmental conditions driven by societal and economic needs.

ISO 14001:1996 and ISO 14001:2004 focused on managing legal compliance within an environmental 
system and on prevention of pollution. ISO 14001:2015 builds on these aims, but gives clearer 
direction on how to use resources more efficiently and how to properly manage waste, climate 
change and degradation of eco-systems. Some of the changes have been clearly influenced by 
other guidance documents in the ISO 14001 “family”, but the system model is still based on the 
familiar PLAN, DO, CHECK, ACT (PDCA) cycle of improvement, which provides confidence to the 
organisation’s stakeholders and allows easier and less costly integration of management systems.

All management system Standards of the future will have the same high level structure, identical core 
text, as well as common terms and definitions. While the high level structure cannot be changed, sub-
clauses and discipline-specific text have been added.

The Standard ISO 14001:2015
Terms and Definitions
ISO 14001:2015 now defines 33 commonly used management system terms instead of the current 20 
terms in ISO 14001:2004. In addition to new terminology, some of the existing definitions have been 
modified to give a different emphasis and to improve clarity. For example, compliance obligation, which 
replaces legal and other requirements in the text, is defined as a “requirement that an organisation 
has to or chooses to comply with”. Some terms may already be familiar to organisations, which 
have explored other Standards in the ISO 14001 Series. Some of the new terms include life cycle 
analysis and indicators. Some of the changes in terminology, meanwhile, are subtle. For example, 
management system becomes environmental management system and interested parties becomes a 
catch-all term for all persons or organisations which perceive themselves to be affected by a decision 
or activity. Risk has been introduced, but it is a specific definition most would not consider when using 
this term in a general sense.

ISO 14001:2015
WHAT ARE THE CHANGES?
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The terms document and record have both been replaced throughout ISO 14001:2015 with the term 
“documented information”. The need for documented procedures is not identified. The previous ISO 
14001:2004 Standard only references “documented procedures” within “Operational Control”, but in 
Clause 8.1 of ISO 14001:2015, “Operational planning and control”, it states documented information 
must be maintained to the extent necessary to have confidence that the processes have been carried 
out as planned. This approach has also been taken in, and may have more impact for, ISO 9001:2015.

Annex SL
This section has introduced new clauses, two of which relate to the context of the organisation:

4.1 Understanding the organisation and its context; and
4.2 Understanding the needs and expectations of interested parties.

Together, these clauses will require an organisation to determine the issues and requirements that 
can influence the scope of its environmental management system. Understandings and conclusions 
developed as a result should then be used to direct revisions to the environmental management 
system. Although the requirements of relevant interested parties should be considered, it is ultimately 
up to the organisation to determine relevance to its customers, regulatory bodies, industry groups and 
others as required.

Leadership
The success of an environmental management system - or any management system for that matter 
- depends on the commitment and buy-in from top management. Top management is defined as “a 
person or group of people who direct and control an organisation at the highest level”. The Standard 
mandates that top management must take the lead in integrating the environmental management 
practices into their organisation’s core strategies, processes, and priorities.

Changes in Requirements for the Environmental Policy
This includes a new commitment to compliance obligations instead of legal and other requirements. 
Organisations are still required to engage in “continual improvement” of the system, but the revised 
Standard takes the position that this goes hand-in-hand with enhanced environmental performance. 
The key change is that the organisation should be committed to the “protection of the environment, 
including the prevention of pollution and others specific to the context of the organisation”. This 
requires a deeper level of knowledge, and therefore, more strategic decision-making from top 
management, regarding what constitutes “others”.

Top management must take the lead in integrating the 
environmental management practices into their organisation’s 
core strategies, processes, and priorities.
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Risk-based Approach
A part of a risk-based approach involves identification, determination and inclusion of significant 
aspects for relevant compliance measures within the system. These actions are similar to previous 
requirements, but greater emphasis is placed on an organisation determining its own risk profile.

There is a new requirement to consider a “life-cycle perspective” when identifying aspects. The 
risk-based approach requires risk-based thinking and risk-based preventive action throughout the 
development, implementation, maintenance and improvement of the environmental management 
system. However, there is no specific requirement in the present version of ISO 14001:2015 for how 
a risk management process should take shape. The identification of environmental aspects and the 
evaluation of significant aspects - including normal and abnormal processes taken together with the 
identification of potential environmental emergencies - is a recognised approach, and is applicable for 
many organisations.

Support Processes
Competency of persons who can affect environmental performance has been given its own sub-clause 
(7.2) as has Awareness (7.3) and Communication (7.4). While these clauses were previously grouped 
together under the same clause (4.4.2 and 4.4.3) in the ISO 14001:2004 Standard, the requirements 
have not significantly changed. Similarly, Resources (7.1) and Documentation (7.5) in the 2015 edition 
have been taken from the 2004 edition Roles, Responsibilities, Accountability and Resources (4.4.1), 
Documentation (4.4.4), and Control of Documents (4.4.5).

Operation 
This includes control or influence of processes and services associated with significant environmental 
aspects, organisational risks, and lifecycle and emergency preparedness in “Operational planning and 
control” (8.1) and “Emergency preparedness and response” (8.2). There are no significant changes to 
emergency preparedness other than its relocation. However, Operational Planning and Control covers 
significantly different concepts. A “life cycle perspective” must be considered in an organisation’s 
procurement of products and services. Other considerations apply to design processes of products 
and services and extend to end-of-life treatments, including appropriate contractors and decisions on 
whether information should be provided on the life cycle of a product or service as a general caveat 
- but without defining to whom it should be made available. Consumers, recyclers and regulators are 
perhaps the most obvious parties that should hear about such things, but organisations must ensure 
they give due consideration to any and all who may be “interested parties”.

Also, this clause identifies establishing criteria for the processes and implementing control of the 
processes, but does not mandate documented procedures, which makes the Standard a “process-
based approach” (as it has been in practice since the introduction of the ISO 9001:2000 Standard). 
There is an interesting note, however, in regard to controls, which references a hierarchy, starting 
with elimination, substitution, administration, etc. This is very similar to what is outlined in a number 
of existing health and safety management system models and in the health and safety legislation of 
some countries.
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Performance Evaluation
Use of performance indicator criteria and the term environmental condition has been introduced 
to ISO 14001:2015 in conjunction with the definition of performance. For those familiar with other 
Standards in the ISO 14001 Series, environmental condition described in ISO 14001:2015 as a 
“state or characteristic of the environment as determined at a certain point in time” should be familiar. 
ISO 14031:2013 Environmental Performance Evaluation Guidelines introduced this term alongside 
other types of performance indicator criteria, which should be easily identifiable in a successful 
environmental management system.

Preventive Action
ISO 14001:2015 does not include specific requirements for preventive action. This is because one of 
the key purposes of a formal management system is to act as a preventive tool. Consequently, the 
Standard requires: 

• “An assessment of the organisation’s external and internal issues that are relevant to its 
purpose and that affect its ability to achieve the intended outcome(s)‟ (Clause 4.1).

• “Actions to address risks and opportunities” which includes specific sub-clauses on 
determining “significant environmental aspects” (Clause 6.1.2) and “compliance obligations” 
(Clause 6.1.3). These need to be addressed in order to assure the environmental 
management system can achieve its intended outcome(s), prevent or reduce undesired 
effects, and achieve continual improvement‟ (Clause 6.1). It is worth noting that significant 
environmental aspects can result in risks and opportunities associated with either adverse 
environmental impacts (threats) or beneficial environmental impacts (opportunities).

These two sets of requirements cover the intent of “preventive action”. Organisations are encouraged 
to take a big-picture view on the risks and opportunities arising from its operations when planning the 
system.

Inputs and Outputs
Changes to the management review inputs and outputs contain additional requirements, 
environmental objectives and planning needs to achieve them (6.2). Not only are significant 
environmental aspects and compliance to be considered, but also risks associated with threats and 
opportunities. Environmental objectives have been given a separate sub-clause from the rather clunky 
expression management program, which has its own sub-clause and has been replaced with the more 
obvious “planning actions to achieve environmental objectives”.

Organisations are encouraged to take a big-picture view on the 
risks and opportunities arising from its operations when planning 
the system.
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ISO 14001:2004 ISO 14001:2015
4. Context of the organisation
4.1 Understanding the organisation and its context
4.2  Understanding the needs and expectations of 
interested parties

4.1 General requirements 4.3 Determining the scope of the environmental 
management systems
4.4 Environmental management system
5. Leadership
5.1 Leadership and commitment

4.2 Environmental policy 5.2 Environmental policy
4.3 Planning 6. Planning

6.1 Actions to address risks and opportunities
6.1.1 General 

4.3.1 Environmental aspects 6.1.2 Environmental aspects
4.3.2 Legal and other requirements 6.1.3 Compliance obligations

6.1.4 Planning action
4.3.3 Objectives, targets and programme(s) 6.2 Environmental objectives and planning to achieve 

them
6.2.1 Environmental objectives 
6.2.2 Planning actions to achieve environmental 
objectives

4.4 Implementation and operation 7 Support
4.4.1 Resources, roles, responsibility and authority 7.1 Resources

5.3 Organisational roles, responsibilities and 
authorities

4.4.2 Competence, training and awareness 7.2 Competence
7.3 Awareness

CORRELATION MATRIX

General Information
One of the expected benefits of adopting a common management system structure will be to make 
it easier for organisations to implement several management systems in a harmonised, structured 
and efficient manner. This should allow them to focus their attention on understanding, planning and 
operating their business processes. A properly designed and implemented management system 
should provide ample objective evidence of conformance with the relevant management system 
Standards, as well as the appropriate regulatory and customer requirements to which that organisation 
subscribes.
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ISO 14001:2004 ISO 14001:2015
4.4.3 Communication 7.4 Communication

7.4.1 General
7.4.2 Internal communication 
7.4.3 External communication

4.4.4 Documentation 7.5 Documented information
7.5.1 General

4.4.5 Control of documentation
4.5.4 Control of records

7.5.2 Creating and updating
7.5.3 Control of documented information

4.4 Implementation and operation 8. Operation
4.4.6 Operational control 8.1 Operational planning and control
4.4.7 Emergency preparedness and response 8.2 Emergency preparedness and response
4.5 Checking 9. Performance evaluation
4.5.1 Monitoring and measurement 9.1 Monitoring, measurement, analysis and 

evaluation
9.1.1 General

4.5.2 Evaluation of compliance 9.1.2 Evaluation of compliance
4.5.5 Internal audit 9.2 Internal audit
4.6 Management review 9.3 Management review

10. Improvement
10.2 Nonconformity and corrective action
10.3 Continual improvement

The information contained in these pages is provided by way of indicative guidance only and SAI Global Limited does not represent 
that it is accurate or complete or suitable for any particular specific purposes. The onus remains with users to satisfy themselves of their 
requirements and needs for their own particular circumstances.
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