April 28, 2006

Alan Bryden, ISO Secretary General

Ziva Patir, Chair, Technical Management Board

(transmitted electronically)

Dear Secretary General Bryden and Ms Patir:

We believe the ISO Social Responsibility (SR) work project is an important endeavor and we have keen interest is seeing that this effort by ISO results in a value-adding and widely accepted guidance standard.

That said, we write to express our concerns relating to certain aspects of ISO’s SR initiative to date.  In particular, we believe there is a need for greater transparency (particularly at the ISO member body level) over actual stakeholder participation in the process, and secondly, that ISO itself must do more to help secure funding to enable improved civil society participation in the future.
We are dissatisfied that ISO has not lived up to the spirit and intent of a number of preconditions and recommendations set out by the ISO/TMB Strategic Advisory Group (SAG) on SR, and that the TMB accepted by resolution.  These preconditions specified what ISO must do before moving forward with standardization in the area of SR, yet two years have elapsed since the SAG submitted its report and a number of them have not been met in our estimation.

For instance, the SAG was unambiguous when it stated that ISO should not move forward with SR standardization without first adapting its processes and procedures to ensure meaningful participation by the full range of stakeholders.  From our perspective, this would include efforts by ISO and its member bodies to reach out to and recruit key stakeholders for participation in this ISO SR initiative, but sadly, things in ISO appear today to be much as they were before ISO embarked on developing this SR standard.  

From the outset National Standards Bodies’ (NSBs) recruitment of participants in their mirror committees was conducted “business as usual” (i.e. announcements in standards-related newsletters, website postings, but no wider outreach).  Today, many NSBs resist being transparent and accountable about their domestic stakeholder consultation efforts.  In particular, they remain unwilling to provide information on the membership of their mirror committees (thus failing to disclose information/data that would provide an indication of the degree to which they have obtained input from the range of stakeholders in their respective countries).  Together these actions by NSBs throw into question the fundamental credibility and validity of the ISO SR process itself.  

ISO’s Directives (Part 1, clause 1.7.1) indicate that national bodies have the responsibility to organize their national input in an efficient and timely manner, taking account of all relevant interests at the national level.  We understand it is the responsibility of the ISO CEO to ensure that the ISO Directives are implemented, and in this case, at a minimum, that ISO members are fulfilling their responsibility to take account of the views of the six specific stakeholder groups that the TMB said should be represented in this process.  Without information on what is occurring in NSB mirror committees, we don’t see how the ISO CEO can possibly discharge this oversight and accountability function vis-à-vis the ISO SR initiative.  This also speaks to a more fundamental issue, and that is, whether ISO as an institution really has a robust enough approach to stakeholder representation to be able to fulfill it’s 2005-2010 Strategic Objective to “ensure the involvement of stakeholders” and to deliver on its promise in Standards for a Sustainable World.

Further, many of us have participated in this ISO initiative from its inception.  To date, to our knowledge, not one NGO, consumer group, or labor representative from a developed country has received any funding support from ISO or its subsidiary bodies to participate in the work of the ISO SR Working Group.
  We believe this contravenes the spirit of the SAG’s consensus recommendation that new mechanisms be established by ISO to ensure balanced stakeholder participation.  As a consequence of this failure, key stakeholders that should be participating in this WG are not yet at the table.  And given that many substantive decisions regarding the direction of the ISO SR standard have already been taken, it’s questionable whether at least some of these groups will join this ISO initiative at this relatively late juncture.  Indeed, some organizations that have been participating, including signatories to this letter, are now considering suspending further engagement, their budgets exhausted. 

These considerations aside, we would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge and commend ISO on its willingness to make publicly available on the Internet working documents of the WG on SR – we see this as an important step forward for ISO.  We also applaud the efforts undertaken by the leadership of SR WG Task Group 1 to recruit participants and secure funding assistance for under-resourced stakeholders, and their success in expanding geographical representation from the developing world.  We would note, however, that much of TG 1’s most meaningful work has occurred relatively recently.  The reality is that, as the 3rd Working Group meeting approaches, the situation facing most non-profit organizations remains the same as when the process commenced: they remain unfunded.

At a more general level, our sense is that both the TMB and ISO Central Secretariat have simply delegated these difficult issues to the Working Group itself, but we believe this is inappropriate and misguided.  ISO, as an institution, and its membership chose to take on standardization in the area of SR, a topic with profound public policy, social equity, and environmental sustainability implications.  In doing so, ISO accepted the responsibility of ensuring that the full range of stakeholders in society had the ability to shape and influence the contents of the international standard.  In the court of public opinion, if the WG on SR is unable to overcome the challenges identified in this letter, it will be seen as a failure of ISO as a whole, not just the Working Group.  That has implications not only for this work, but also for the degree to which outside agencies will believe that ISO has a role in the development of sustainable development-related standards.  Thus the onus is on the leadership of ISO to do more to ensure that ISO lives up to its commitments and obligations.

We believe there is a danger, not only to the ISO 26000 process, but possibly also to the overall credibility of ISO itself.  If it does not prove possible to support under-resourced stakeholder groups more fully, we predict the attrition rate for civil society involvement in this ISO initiative will become a significant issue.  In the spirit of collaboration, transparency, and candidness, we wish to bring these concerns to your attention so that meaningful steps can be taken by the TMB and ISO Central Secretariat to remedy the situation before people reach conclusions about ISO’s ability to demonstrate that it can deliver a truly multi-stakeholder process.

We have an interest in seeing ISO’s SR project succeed; else we wouldn’t have chosen to engage in this initiative.  Should you be interested, we would be delighted to meet with you in person to discuss what can de done to help address the challenges identified in this letter.  Perhaps the upcoming SR WG plenary in Lisbon can provide an opportunity for such a face-to-face meeting.
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�  We recognize a few under-resourced stakeholders from developed countries have received financial support from their respective National Standards Body and/or national government, but this has been done on an ad hoc and isolated basis and without any involvement or coordination by ISO.





