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International Standards Group Asked To Let Interest Groups into the Tent

The American National Standards Institute (ANSI) thinks it is a good idea to test a new procedure for approving international guidelines and technical rules.  In its official input to the International Organization for Standardization's strategic plan for the next five years, ANSI recommends a pilot program that would allow direct participation by all stakeholders in drafting a standard.  The procedure should be tried out in some committee that has a public policy focus, and in one dealing with a high-tech emerging technology, ANSI suggests. 

A standards committee on corporate social responsibility would fit the definition if ISO decides later this year to start work in that arena.  ANSI's proposal would also enable trade groups, such as those representing electronics manufacturers, to have a direct say in standards-making.

The notion that advocacy groups could have a voice of their own in making international standards was heresy as recently as two or three years ago.  The traditional model in ISO for writing global standards is to achieve consensus among participating national member bodies.  ANSI, for example, is the authorized representative from the US at standards development forums.  Each national delegation decides for itself who may contribute to the drafting process, who may not, and what positions to defend or reject in face-to-face negotiations with other countries' experts.

But ISO has pushed forward from nuts-and-bolts standards onto softer grounds by publishing standards covering topics such as quality management and environmental management systems.  Various observers and critics have argued that ISO, not to mention the World Trade Organization and the European Union, needs to inject a public-interest perspective into global standards.

WWF International, the worldwide conservation organization, walked away from ISO partly in the belief that it had little chance of influencing the content of the environmental management system standard ISO 14001.  The Pacific Institute think-tank for studies on development, environment, and security has been leading the charge with recommendations for more effective participation by nongovernmental organizations.  The institute created a network to inform members about activities within ISO that affect social and environmental policy.  (The Web site of the International NGO Network on ISO is at www.pacinst.org.inni.)  Last week, ANEC - the European Association for the Coordination of Consumer Representation in Standardization - called for basic reforms in ISO's standards-writing procedures to better reflect stakeholders' interests.

Seen together with these initiatives, ANSI's proposal to test "balanced direct participation" is an major inroad into the ISO establishment.  ANSI is also recommending a number of other related steps.  It wants ISO to amend its processes to encourage member bodies to submit draft standards to the public for review, a measure that is not now condoned by the Central Secretariat in Geneva, Switzerland.  ANSI also supports the acquisition of statistics about stakeholder diversity among delegations and the experts who sit on ISO drafting committees.  In a proposal likely to cause consternation in some circles within its own country, ANSI proposes the creation of a funding mechanism "for use where applicable" to engage "under-represented stakeholder groups."

ANSI's CEO Mark Hurwitz, writing to ISO's Secretary General Alan Bryden last October, said improved stakeholder input is one of the keys to success if the organization is to achieve its strategic vision by 2010.

For more information, contact Mark Hurwitz, ANSI, 1819 L Street, NW, Washington, DC 20036, USA. Tel: +1 202 331 3605; E-mail: mhurwitz@ansi.org. Web site: www.ansi.org.



Do you have thoughts and opinions to share? Go to the Crosslands Bulletin Discussion forum. Should industry pay to have under-represented stakeholders at the negotiating table? Should nongovernmental organizations take the money? 
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