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Can International Standards help fight climate change? 

 

By Wilfred Fanokuhle Mdluli 

 

 

Climate change continues to the biggest challenge to sustainable development of human kind that 

transcends boundaries and requires solutions  not only at the national level but those driven at the 

international level as well. Formal processes for international standardization to stay relevant need to 

be capable of addressing evolving and new emerging issues such as climate change. Controlling 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions promises to be a top priority for both national and international 

agendas, and special attention must be given to the to the role International Standards can play in 

fighting climate change. International Standards present an opportunity to be one of the global 

solutions to tackle climate change as they represent coordinated efforts of the international community 

and can ensure that concrete measures are taken to actively respond to climate change. International 

Standards can have both positive and negative effects to the climate challenge and do not present a 

holistic approach but need to be complemented by other tools – that is build them into a suite of 

drivers considered for climate change. This paper examines the nexus of International Standards and 

climate change and discusses challenges and opportunities.  

 

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and Kyoto 

Protocol: global mechanisms to combat climate change 

The UNFCCC is the global legal instrument (international agreement) to protect the climate system 

and stabilize GHG emissions. Recognizing that the shortcomings of  provisions of UNFCCC, the 

parties to UNFCCC adopted the Kyoto Protocol which commits developed countries that have signed 

the protocol to limit their emissions to specific levels. The main objectives of the UNFCCC and the 

Kyoto Protocol are to combat climate change and to promote sustainable development. Article 3.5 of 

UNFCCC and Article 2.3 of the Kyoto protocol  acknowledge that measures taken to combat climate 

changes should not distort international trade. Clearly these ambitions can be achieved through global 

solutions using International Standards. The importance of International Standards as part of a toolbox 
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to fight climate change has also been cited in reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC).  

The World Trade Organization and International Standards 

The World Trade Organization (WTO) is the only global organization dealing with the multilateral 

rules of international trade between nations. The WTO’s main function is to ensure that trade flows as 

smoothly, predictably and freely as possible. International Standards have offered the most 

comprehensive solution to foster trade provided trading partners “standardized once by standardizing 

internationally”. The WTO explicitly recognizes the importance International Standards in the 

promotion of trade through its Agreement to Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) and Agreement on 

Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) strongly advocate for the use of International Standards.  

The WTO itself has used International Standards when drafting the TBT Agreement as it was partly 

based on the work of the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the International 

Electrotechnical Commission (IEC), specifically ISO/IEC Guide 2:1991. The successful use of 

International Standards in the TBT Agreement  indicates that they offer solutions even for negotiators 

and reinforces their potential to be used even within the ongoing climate change negotiations.  The 

standards developed by these two organizations have continued to gain international appeal as such 

they are now being mentioned as Internationals Standards to be used in upcoming new agreements in 

the WTO under sectoral negotiations in the ongoing Doha Development Agenda.  

The potential for International Standards to tackle climate change 

Carbon accounting is not as simple as we would like it to be. Many approaches have been developed 

by different players for different schemes such that harmonization is critical to ensure the success of 

carbon markets and thereby attracting the much need financial investment and viability. The strong 

part of International Standards is to set up how carbon levels are measured. International Standards 

can play a crucial role in successful greenhouse gases (GHG) management as they can lead to 

harmonized carbon calculation methodologies for the measurement, reporting and verification (MRV) 

of GHG emissions. International Standards can ensure that quantification requirements are clearly 
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defined, deliver accurate, transparent, consistent and relevant reported emissions and ensure uniform 

requirements for validation and verification bodies. The International Organization for 

Standardization (ISO) has adopted four standards (14064 - 1, 2 and 3:2006 and 14065:2007) that 

include requirements for quantification and reporting of greenhouse gas emissions and reductions. 

These standards have demonstrated the value and success of use of International Standards through 

their uptake and wide recognition in other GHG protocols and schemes such as those by World 

Resources Institute (WRI), World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) and the 

International Emissions Trading Association (IETA).  

 

ISO is exploring how the development of a climate management system standard might be the basis 

for a new international MRV framework. The MRV framework, although recently used in the climate 

negotiations, is a common and old standardization concept. MRV can serve a wide range of purposes 

in the new climate agreements. It can provide an important system of tracking progress individually 

and collectively by countries. Also emission trading “carbon markets” need standards for CDM 

methodologies, carbon emission abatements and contracts thus represent the opportunity for 

supporting the development of International Standards for climate change. 

 

International Standards might stimulate the trade of climate-friendly technologies or low-carbon 

goods. The success of International Standards in this area can have positive spin-offs to trade 

negotiations on environmental goods and services in the WTO as they might help in coming up with a 

system of classification to solve the longstanding impasse on the definition of environmental 

products. Environmental goods can cover a number of key technologies that may contribute positively 

to the fight against climate change. 

 

International Standards are also needed for the development and promotion of energy efficiency and 

renewable energy sources. Energy efficiency and renewable energy technologies have the potential to 

displace fossil-fueled energy generation thus reducing GHG emissions. However, the biggest 

challenge is that efficiency is not easily seen. International Standards of the type produced by ISO and 
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IEC have the potential of making energy efficieny and renewable technologies more visible by giving 

it commercial value thereby attracting financial investment and opening up world markets for energy 

efficient technologies. International Standards would represent international consensus on how 

efficiency is defined, measured and evaluated so that the production of goods and services generates 

less greenhouse gas emissions. 

Critical success factors of International Standards 

International Standards help bring technology and materials needed to mitigate and adapt to climate 

change. Technological solutions are imperative in meeting the challenges of climate change. 

International Standards offer an opportunity as one of the vehicles that helps facilitate technology 

transfer and acquisition of necessary new skills. International Standards can stimulate the 

development, deployment, diffusion and transfer of low cost environmentally sound technologies 

which is critical to support action on mitigation and adaptation especially in developing countries as 

called for in the Bali Action Plan. Transfer of technology through International Standards could 

increase investment in the scientific and technological support system needed to address climate 

change. 

Many developing countries have not successfully managed to tap into the Clean Development 

Mechanism (CDM) projects. The availability of International Standards for climate change could 

expedite the integration of developing countries into CDM projects due to use of internationally 

agreed methodologies. International Standards might be the necessary incentive to increase the 

participation of and  to spur investments in developing countries as the playing field would now be 

level. 

Challenges for climate change International Standards 

The greatest challenge is that International Standards setting takes time thus might be too slow to 

respond to new emerging issues through the elaborate and rigorous  procedures for the development 

of standards. ISO standards development, for example, takes between  24 to 48 months whilst climate 

change standards are needed now to address already manifesting climatic impacts. Even though the 
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principle of consensus can be hailed as a cornerstone for the development of International Standards, 

it should be noted that achieving international consensus within the formulation of climate change 

standards might prove to be elusive because challenges  and vulnerabilities that countries would face 

are not distributed evenly. This might further be due to the existing differences and disparities 

between developing and developed countries.  

There might also be an assumption that International Standards setting bodies will take climate 

change into account and revise their existing portfolio of standards as necessary to respond to new 

climatic challenges. International Standards setting bodies need to be proactive in this regard so as to 

offer solutions which are timely and relevant to the changing needs of society as they risk their 

standards being overtaken by events as climatic conditions are unpredictable and have shown to be 

progressing faster than previously anticipated as evidenced by the escalation of such disasters such as 

the Chile and Haiti and the recent volcanic ash in Iceland. 

A new potential barrier has reared its head in the context of fighting climate change and comes in the 

form of proliferation of private standards. Some private standards become unfair trade barriers 

especially to developing countries as most of them are set in the developed world by, amongst others, 

large retail supermarkets which have significant market dominance. An increasing number of private 

sector standards might include production or labeling requirements, with the stated objective of 

mitigating or adapting to the negative effects of climate change.  A good example of the implications 

of private standards is the Food Miles debate for Kenyan beans and other labeling schemes such as 

Climatop label and Tescos which are prevalent in the area of food safety.  

Intellectual  Property Rights (IPR) issues continue to be an obstacle and have proven to be highly 

contentious to the development of International Standards. IPR, as private rights, have been 

established and conceived as instruments to promote innovation and the dissemination of knowledge. 

However, IPR a potential to stifle development of international climate standards. IPR holders might 

abuse their exclusive rights thus limiting access to critical information needed to develop International 

Standards preferring to lock it in private schemes. Even though this issue is not particularly new to 
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ISO and IEC as they have policies to deal with IPR issues, they still pose a great threat to climate 

change standards and potentially to their technology transfer function. 

The participation of developing countries in International Standards setting continues to be minimal 

and of grave concern. Developing countries have increasingly recognizing the importance of 

participation in International Standards setting however the lack of institutional, financial and human 

capacity continues to condemn them to the culture of standards takers. Even though ISO has tried to 

encourage their participation through its Committee for Developing Countries (DEVCO), insufficient 

resources make it difficult to fund standardization infrastructure due to competition with other 

national policy issues such as poverty and health which are inextricably linked to development. This 

has lead to criticism of International Standards not being conscious and addressing the needs of 

developing countries.  

The potential of standards when used in regulations is well known, however, regulators still do not 

treat standards as central to progress and an essential part of the technical requirements in their 

regulations. International Standards need to accommodate the needs of policy makers so as to provide 

them with the tools to use in crafting national policies for climate change. Regulators need to be 

encouraged to look to the International Standards first before drafting unique requirements which 

might create unnecessary impediments to trade related to climate change. Regulators should be 

encouraged to participate in International Standards setting so as to work towards solutions that can 

foster trade. 

While the Bali Action Plan requires both developed and developing countries to take action, its 

requirements differ between the two groups, expressed by the principle of “common but differentiated 

responsibilities” calling on developed countries to assume greater responsibility. This principle might 

pose a great threat if carried over to International Standards setting as it has proved in the climate 

negotiations. The stance by developing countries that developed countries should have their own 

stringent GHG-control programs therefore the debate of holding nations to the same standard or 
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holding developed and developing nations to different standards can spill over to international 

standardization thereby derailing the whole process.  

 Another potential barrier is that climate change challenges are not distributed evenly, therefore it 

might be difficult to achieve international consensus. The differences from the climate negotiations 

might spill over to the standards development arena thus hindering the timely development of 

International Standards to climate change due to the controversial nature of the subject. International 

Standards have faced criticism or opposition in the past when tackling controversial subjects such as 

in the areas of occupational health and safety as well as the protracted development of the ISO 26000 

Guidance on social responsibility standard.  

Even though ISO has already developed the standards ISO 14064 and ISO 14065 for measuring 

GHGs, however, these standards are related to conformity assessment procedures and do not include 

any product-specific requirements on emission levels. Even with International Standards, economic 

challenges still remain, we need better tools and International Standards certainly need to be 

complemented by other tools. 

 

The Kingdom of Swaziland: prospects for  use International Standards to tackle climate change 

 

The Kingdom of Swaziland recognizes the importance of using International Standards as evidenced 

in the Draft National Quality and Regulatory Policy which aims to facilitate international trade and 

investment, improving competitiveness and consumer protection in areas of quality, health, safety and 

environment. The standardization infrastructure is fairly new in Swaziland with the establishment of 

the Swaziland Standards Authority (SWASA) in April 2007. SWASA is a correspondent member of 

the ISO and participates in the affiliate member of the IEC. SWASA recognizes the impacts of 

climate change and the role International Standards can play in the fight as evidenced by its 

participation on the delegation of the Kingdom of Swaziland to the United Nations Climate Change 

Conference (COP 15) in Copenhagen in December 2009.  
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 The Kingdom of Swaziland is also committed to play a role in the reduction of GHGs, however, it 

should be noted that reducing carbon dioxide (CO2) is easier said than done! International Standards 

can help to further integrate actions on climate change into its economic and social development 

plans. The energy and agriculture sectors offer the largest potential for the use of International 

Standards. In the area of energy generation, the prospects for success of renewable energy and energy 

efficiency is very high considering that the Kingdom of Swaziland is reliant on imported electricity 

(80%) and petroleum products (100%) to meet its energy demand. The potential for renewable energy 

encompasses areas of hydroelectricity, wood fuel, biofuels, wind power and solar power. International 

Standards are therefore needed in these areas.  

The use of wood fuel, which is becoming scarce in certain areas as a result of unsustainable overuse, 

is also a major source of respiratory illnesses and accidents in rural homesteads.  Standards for 

efficient fuel conserving wood stoves would be particularly lifesaving to the  rural folk as they are 

highly dependent on woodfuel and biomass for energy security. Standards for social impacts and their 

monitoring  from climate change policies are needed especially with regards to deforestation. 

The Kingdom of Swaziland has recently started considering energy efficiency on electricity 

production or supply but has vigorously promoted initiatives to save electricity on the user phase. In 

order to effectively promote renewable energy development and energy conservation, lower energy 

consumption and reduce GHG emissions, enterprises in the Swaziland have to actively develop CDM 

projects.  

The transportation sector has been credited with producing a significant amount of total GHG 

emissions from CO2 generated as a result of combustion of fossil fuels for transportation. The 

Government  of Swaziland has been actively investigating the use of biofuels in the country as a way 

of advocating for use of fuels with low CO2 intensity. International Standards would be useful in this 

regard as the Government is currently implementing a project to investigate the viability of bioethanol 

fuel production which has been success in countries such as Brazil. This involves the blending of 

anhydrous ethanol 10% (by volume) with 90% Unleaded petrol. The benefits of bioethanol have to be 
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concrete, measurable and verifiable in their potential to reduce GHG emissions from the 

transportation sector.  

The government plans build the first thermal power generation station using the vast coal reserves. 

Applying carbon capture and storage would be a promising way forward towards  reducing the GHG 

emissions from coal. However the technology and knowledge of CCS would be required. 

International Standards can contribute towards the transfer of the needed technology.  

The economy of the Kingdom of Swaziland, just like many developing countries, is largely dependent 

on agriculture. The agriculture sector employs more than 70 % of the population. Clearly climate 

change technology  needs  for adaptation  are  most  relevant  for  agriculture  mainly  for  crop  

management,  land  management,  efficient irrigation, water conservation and improved livestock 

husbandry which can be delivered through International Standards. 

The Kingdom of Swaziland is currently building its first science and technology park which aims to 

be a centre of innovation and a breeding centre for the necessary skills. 

Conclusion 

International Standards will not end climate change but can increase awareness and solutions to 

climate change.  The world needs to think  concretely how to join hands  together   to  put   

in   place   international  cooperative mechanism  for to fight climate change. International 

Standards promise to address address    the    concerns    regarding    technology    transfer    

and development,   insufficient   R&D,   and   the   barriers   arising   from inadequate  

funding,  weak  capacity,  market  failure,  and  policy distortions. International Standards 

might reinforce the commitment of human kind to take immediate mitigation and adaptation actions 

on climate change not only for vulnerable countries to cope but ensure they are not faced with the 

most difficult of choices. 
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