GLOBAL RELEVANCE

- a new step forward in International Standardization

“One Standard – one test – accepted everywhere”- this is the mantra often used to emphasize that the goal of international standardization is the removal of technical barriers to trade (TBTs). But given the non-standard nature of the global environment, is ‘

“one standard-one test” always achievable?  And what happens when it isn’t? In 1999 these questions were considered by the IEC, resulting in the establishment of the Global Relevance Task Force (GRTF). Its task was to review the extent to which IEC Standards are adopted, with minimum deviations, and to recommend ways to increase the adoption level, if required.

The GRTF developed a survey, covering a total of 40 IEC standards. The survey was forwarded to all IEC National Committees and the responses indicated that a large number of the subject standards had either not been adopted as national standards or had been significantly modified to permit adoption to take place. The survey also identified the problem was generally due to standards that didn’t allow for the essential differences in electrical infrastructures, climatic conditions and regulations that exist in the global marketplace. 

The GRTF regarded this as a clear indication that if the rate of adoption is to improve, IEC standards must relate more closely to the needs of all regions.  The GRTF, mindful of the goal of one standard-one test, recommended that the main body of an international standard should include differences in essential requirements resulting only from differences in technical infrastructure, climate or regulations. The Council Board agreed and asked for an implementation plan. This has now been finalized and is circulated for approval at the IEC Beijing conference.

IEC standards do cover many differences in market needs, but often don’t give equal treatment to alternative requirements. The reason is that technical committees, depending on their geographic constituency, have often interpreted the goal of “one standard-one test” to mean that only those (essential) requirements attracting the most votes should constitute an international norm. This of course leaves other countries or regions with the impossible task of changing their technical infrastructures and climatic conditions in order to adopt an IEC standard as written. Since fundamental elements cannot be changed, the alternatives for many countries is either to not adopt the IEC standard as the national standard or to modify the standard as they deem appropriate.  This latter route is clearly an uncontrolled situation that encourages the implementation of many variations, necessary and unnecessary, in adopted IEC standards.

Harmonization by majority vote is considered an appropriate process when the essential requirements are similar or the same, as can be found in the development of regional or national standards. It ensures the timely development of such standards. The development of international standards is more complex process however, and can involve wide variations in essential requirements between market regions. A simple voting procedure cannot resolve these issues.  The WTO also regards this approach as problematical. In defining the characteristics of an international standard, the WTO requires that “they should not give preference to the characteristics or requirements of specific countries or regions when different needs or interests exist in other countries or regions”. Keeping in mind the goal of “one standard-one test-accepted everywhere”, the challenge that Global Relevance presents to international standardization organizations is the development of international standards that are as close as possible to the goal, yet in compliance with the WTO definition. 

For the manufacturer, there is a need to consider an important aspect of the standard writing process that is usually overlooked by those with no hands-on experience in this area. It is possible to craft a standard in such a way that differences in requirements can be accommodated by smart product design. Global Relevance therefore creates a greater need for all manufacturers to be well-informed on developments in regional and international standardization. The future is at stake.

With regard to the anticipated impact of Global Relevance in the marketplace, it can best be summarized as follows:

· Increase in the global adoption of IEC standards.

· Decrease in modifications at the national level

· Increased potential for global product designs.

