Globalization of Standards

Nowadays, our worries—aside from the nine hundred pound gorilla squatting in Mesopotamia—are global. And to the extent that they are global, they are also shared. The extent that any one nation can do anything about them is constrained by a thorny dichotomy.  On one hand there’s the danger that we perceive (or, rather, the possibility of being bumped from our comfortable perch), but there’s the hope for a shared, improved destiny. Despite the official censorship in Communist countries and the influenced media in “free” states, the discussion of these problems is quite open. It’s reminiscent of the “threat from outer space” films in which the human race banded together, suspending silly squabbles until the aliens perished spectacularly. 

Turn on the tube in Asia and “Green” and “Greenhouse” and “Global” are featured segments of the news in Beijing, Bangkok, Tokyo, and Taipei. It can’t be denied: that the squabbling, accusations, threats, and counter-threats are still there (Myanmar comes to mind); but the news that affects us all is unique. It beckons everyone to just get onboard and to begin the quest for solutions.

This is the point where standards come in. It’s the juncture where people in the standards and test world must play a vital role. Product standards are an inextricable part of the on-going globalization that has linked so many countries through trade, products, and services exchanged. (Thomas Jefferson saw that standards were the key element for developing commerce within the fledgling United States and undertook the effort to normalize U.S. weights and measures.) Now, global trade is based on common standards. Motherboards from Malaysia must be able to talk to jump drives from Japan. This kind of linked business, based-on-specifications-based-on-standards, creates a common vantage point for problems to be solved—sorry, opportunities to be addressed. When everyone “speaks” the same “language”—the language of standards—then the problem solving can begin.

The humans in the alien-invasion films had no chance unless they united. In the same way, we humans trying to solve our vexing environmental and energy problems face a grim outcome without a united effort. The relationships and understandings that trade and commerce have fostered can become the basis for solving these problems. Ultimately, because our species is the way it is, it will be economic displacement (or opportunity) that will focus our energies towards solving these problems. But that’s okay; that’s human nature. 

A first step is to smooth out the differences in our standards so that commerce can run unimpeded. We need a focused effort from parties willing to tackle the task. We must spread the news that standards (and the proper application of these standards) and acceptance of data and results are vital elements in smoothing world trade.

Once nations and economies (read: super-groups of nations, such as the EU, APEC, ASEAN) agree to agree, then mutual acceptance of data is the next step. Mutual Recognition Agreements, which are drafted and implemented between governments, form the basis for the acceptability of the data.

The next step is to decide on the process. This is where regimens of Conformity Assessment are harmonized (and these regimens are further based on standards). The Conformity Assessment processes are based on international standards such as ISO 17011 and ISO 65, which deal with the quality measures that accreditations bodies and certification bodies must follow. A simple hierarchy looks something like this:

Mutual Recognition Agreements

|

Accreditation Bodies

|

Certification Bodies

|

Evaluators (Test Labs)

|

Product Manufacturers

|

Consumers

In this arrangement, notice that the poor consumer (you and me) is at the bottom of the pile, and the consumer is the one that this whole process is designed to protect! That being so, the weight of the system above the consumer cannot be too much to squish us, that is, the price and access of Conformity Assessment cannot be so great.

As an example of what is happening in Asia, take the case of Vietnam. Vietnam is a member of ASEAN (The Association of South East Asian Nations). ASEAN member population numbers around a half a billion, so, in terms of people power, it is larger than the EU. ASEAN’s goals include working trade arrangements between its ten members, with these arrangement based on international standards and Conformity Assessment processes. Hence, Vietnam, by its default membership in ASEAN, will adopt those processes and standards that will reduce technical barriers to trade.
During the first Conformity Assessment Conference in Vietnam in October (see: http://www.atcb.com/news.htm), the case was made that Vietnam in on-track to implement its adoption of international standards and conformity assessment processes. This also is a key element of Vietnam’s obligations under its membership in the World Trade Organization AND furthers the aims and objectives of the Asia-Pacific Economic Partnership (APEC) MRA (stay tuned for developments).

Back to the big picture: there is no way to reach global agreements that will reduce the pressure on environment, energy, waste and pollution without a common link that binds the parties together. Remember the “three-legged race” in elementary school gym wherein two runners each had one of their legs tied together and had to dash to the finish line? The two runners had to coordinate their bound legs to successfully run the race. In my view, it’s not possible to reach significant agreement on the pressing global issues without a cooperative arrangement; and a cooperative arrangement means that the process and procedures are the same across the partner boundaries. As for the 900 pound gorilla, he was last seen in Indochina some forty years ago, which is now the location for discourse and discussion and opportunities discussed over a peaceful repast overlooking a hectic city agitated by open commerce. (Check out the view from the Rex Hotel in downtown Saigon INSERT rexhotelnight.jpg.) To that end, hope springs eternal.
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