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	Title
	Global Relevance in ISO and IEC

	
	

	Objective / Issue
	To clarify the policies recently established in ISO and IEC regarding global relevance and essential differences in ISO and IEC standards.

	
	

	Background


	The formation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the subsequent adoption of the WTO Technical Barriers to Trade Agreement (WTO/TBT), have placed obligations on organizations that the international standards that they develop, adopt and publish to support global trade shall be globally relevant.  In document G/TBT/1/Rev.8 (formerly known as Annex IV to the Second Triennial Review of the TBT Agreement), the following criteria state that a globally relevant standard should:

· Effectively respond to regulatory and market needs (in the global marketplace);

· Respond to scientific and technical developments in various countries;

· Not distort the market;

· Have no adverse effects on fair competition;

· Not stifle innovation and technological development;

· Not give preference to characteristics or requirements of specific countries or regions when different needs or interests exist in other countries or regions;

· Be performance based as opposed to design prescriptive.

Hence the development and adoption of an international standard that fails to meet these requirements is open to being challenged as creating a barrier to free trade.

Noting the need to provide fuller advice to committees on global relevance and reflecting market and essential differences in ISO and IEC standards, the governance bodies of ISO and IEC have taken recent actions to address these issues and have formally issued the following documents:

· ISO Global Relevance Policy and Principles Document;

· ISO Global Relevance Implementation Guidance Document;

· IEC Essential Differences Implementation Guidance Document.



	
	

	Summary Clarification of the ISO and IEC Global Relevance and Essential Differences Principles 
	Common to both ISO and IEC:

Essential differences consistent with Annex 3 to the WTO Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade can be included in International Standards, but specific rules shall be applied if a committee wishes to introduce such differences and special authorization needs to be given by the TMB in instances not covered by these rules.

Under this principle, a committee may wish to consider how it addresses essential differences in markets around the world, that is, factors that are not expected to change over time, such as imbedded technological infrastructures, climatic, geographical or anthropological differences.

The ISO Global Relevance Policy and Principles Document also states the following Principles:

The status and meaning of an International Standard shall be respected.

Any International Standard shall to the extent possible represent a unique international solution.  In cases where unique international solutions are not possible for specific provisions of an International Standard at the current time due to legitimate market and essential differences, International Standards may present options to accommodate these differences where justified.

The commitment to participate in the development of and the feasibility of preparing International Standards shall be demonstrated at the outset of a standards development project.

It is recognized that in some instances various solutions exist to meet unique aspects of the local markets in different regions and countries.  With globalization and the unification of markets, these market differences should be minimized over time and evolve into one global market.  Simply projecting one solution that accommodates one market (but not others) as the International Standard will not force markets to evolve and coalesce.  In such cases, the markets and their related industries will look elsewhere for standards that better accommodate their needs, and ISO will lose its relevance for those markets and industries. 

Rather than force such a situation, ISO committees should ascertain at the outset of a project whether:

· a globally relevant International Standard presenting one unique international solution in all of its provisions is feasible;

· an International Standard is feasible that presents options in specific provisions to accommodate existing and legitimate market differences where justified; or

· the preparation of a globally relevant International Standard is not feasible and work should not be undertaken in such circumstances.

Preference shall be given to preparing performance rather than prescriptive standards.

Annex 3 of the WTO/TBT Agreement states:

“I. Wherever appropriate, the standardizing body shall specify standards based on product

requirements in terms of performance rather than design or descriptive characteristics.”

The ISO/IEC Directives, Part 2, Clause 4.2 (Performance approach) states in part:

“Whenever possible, requirements shall be expressed in terms of performance rather than design or descriptive characteristics. This approach leaves maximum freedom to technical development.  Primarily those characteristics shall be included that are suitable for world wide (universal) acceptance. Where necessary, owing to differences in legislation, climate, environment, economies, social conditions, trade patterns, etc., several opinions may be indicated.”

Given these quotations, the use of the performance-based approach is widely recognized as supporting the development of globally relevant ISO standards.  In the case of design-based standards, the freedom for further technical innovation is most limited, while performance-based standards provide for maximum freedom for further innovation.  However, in practice, there may be cases where inclusion of design requirements for some provisions within a performance-based standard is appropriate.  There may also be other cases where development of a completely design-based standard may be appropriate and will result in a globally relevant ISO standard.  Thus, which approach is most appropriate depends on the technical matter in question.

Given existing and legitimate market differences, an International Standard may pass through an evolutionary process, with the ultimate objective being to publish, at a later point, an International Standard that presents one unique international solution in all of its provisions.

Under this principle, a committee may wish to consider how it addresses current and potentially changeable differences in markets (based on factors such as legislation, economies, social conditions, trade patterns, market needs, scientific theories, design philosophies, etc.) in the ISO deliverables it produces.

Committees can only ensure the global relevance of the International Standards they produce if they are aware of all the factors that may affect a particular standard's global relevance.

During a conference several years ago, it was reported that a number of ISO International Standards dealing with ergonomics were not suitable for use in Southeast Asia because the ISO International Standards were based on anthropometric parameters appropriate to the populations in Europe and North America but not appropriate to the populations in Southeast Asia.  The participation of all relevant ISO member bodies is seen as a major factor in supporting global relevance.  However, developing countries especially have difficulty acquiring the capability, expertise and resources to participate, even when an ISO committee’s work is

important to their national commercial interests. 

While experts from certain countries that use the ISO standards or the related products may not participate for any number of reasons, it could be expected that the participating committee leaders, delegates and experts should be aware of the specific market needs of non-participating countries.  Certainly, manufacturers of products are very aware of their market needs, in all markets where they sell their products.  Therefore, representatives of these manufacturers that do participate as leaders, delegates and experts have a particular responsibility and perhaps even an ethical duty to bring this knowledge into the process.

	
	

	Why are Global Relevance and Essential Differences Important?


	Beyond ensuring that ISO and IEC standards will be applicable worldwide as stated above, a real value of these policies is that they call for each committee to more carefully consider the value of the standards that it provides . . .  and to consider that value from the perspective of all concerned parties, not just from the view of the committee’s voting members.  “One standard, one test, accepted worldwide” is a laudable goal, but it is only achievable if another element exists as a precursor: one global market.  Evolving dynamics mean that a single global market does not yet exist in all cases.  However, the ISO and IEC global relevance policies present countless new opportunities to engage interested and affected parties in the development, promulgation and implementation of International Standards that can accommodate market, societal and essential differences while moving toward a single international solution.

	
	

	ANSI Policy Body Addressing Issue
	ANSI International Policy Committee
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Program Director – International Policy

American National Standards Institute

E-mail:
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	Publication Date
	August 2005

	
	

	Reprints
	This document is publicly available.  
Further distribution to interested parties is encouraged.
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