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Can International standards help fight climate change? By Xolile Maphanga 

Introduction 

Since the advent of Industrial Revolution in the 19
th
 century there has been increased industrial 

activity worldwide such as the burning of coal and oil for homes, industries and transportation. 

This has ultimately led to an increase in green house gas (GHG) emissions which in turn have 

led to climate change. This change affects the different aspects of weather i.e. wind patterns, 

types and amount of precipitation, and the types and frequency of severe weather events leading 

to calamitous events that claim thousands of lives across continents (Anon., 2009). Climate 

change has had far reaching and/or unpredictable environmental, social and economic 

consequences as observed by experts and scientists. How then would humans have to survive in 

their own ingenuity if these changes eventually lead to catastrophic phenomenon remains 

unknown. 

What has been done  

Climate Change affects the entire globe, and what is encouraging is that world countries both 

developed and developing countries are working together to find solutions towards climate 

change. This was evident in 1992 when the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCC) was signed by 154 countries who agreed to stabilize the amount of GHG 

emissions. There was Kyoto Protocol in Japan in 1997 and seeked to limit world greenhouse gas 

emissions and to slow the progress of global warming.  Most recently being the UN Climate 

Conference at Copenhagen that was held in December 2009 whose main aim was for world 

leaders to discuss various efforts to tackle global warming and more importantly agree to urgent 

and dramatic cuts in their GHG emissions. It has been felt that any agreements must be 

consistent with existing international human rights treaties and obligations, particularly the UN 

Declaration of Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Pachauri (2007) alludes to this as he states that 

‘the adverse effects of climate change have a range of direct and indirect implications for the 
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full and effective enjoyment of human rights’. Adaptation and mitigation actions therefore must 

be undertaken in a manner that respects, protects and promotes human rights. 

Current situation in Developing Countries 

What is interesting to note is that developing countries such as Swaziland, and other 

impoverished communities and people, have contributed least to the causes of climate change, 

and yet because of their vulnerability they are dreadfully affected by climate change. According 

to United Nations Industrial Development organization Report (2006) developing countries are 

the lowest GHG emitters, with Africa’s overall energy consumption at only 3% of total energy 

consumed in the world.  In actual fact other regions such as OECD countries consume the 

largest world’s energy of 43% followed by China who consumes 23% of energy.  Inevitably the 

more your carbon footprints as is the case with most rich industrialized countries the more GHG 

emissions. International standards therefore would assist in addressing such issues as they can 

provide means of measuring the carbon footprint of networks and products, inevitably meeting 

the testing/certification needs of the growing international renewable energy market. 

Developed countries 

Rich, developed countries are liable for the vast majority of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere 

today, and are thus the most responsible for climate change. Therefore what this means is that 

climate justice would have to be achieved when the countries that have the most historical 

responsibility for causing climate change do the most to prevent further damage and 

substantially reduce their own emissions at home. There was a debate during the UN Climate 

Conference in Copenhagen 2009, that carbon offsetting which is when developed countries buy 

carbon credits from developing countries has no part to play in a just international agreement to 

fight climate change. Instead it was felt that developed countries were avoiding cutting 

emissions themselves. With this being said it does not mean that developing countries do not 
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have a role to play but climate justice means emission cuts in developed countries, and money 

for developing countries to grow cleanly and adapt to the effects of climate change and in the 

interim a change in our consumption patterns. According to Lee (2009) developed countries 

must repay the climate debt owed to developing countries taking into account this historical 

responsibility. This encompasses immediate and rapid emissions. The climate debt is the debt 

that rich nations would have to repay to developing ones because they emitted the vast majority 

of the greenhouse gases currently in the atmosphere, far more than their ‘fair share’. 

 

International Standards and Climate Change  

 Developing International standards especially in relation to climate change is necessitated by 

the fact that GHG emissions have a global impact as opposed to traditional emissions so there is 

need for harmonization of GHG accounting and reporting procedures.  With the use of 

International Standards such Environmental Management (ISO 1400 series), other Management 

systems such as (ISO 9000 series), Performance, monitoring, safety, design and controls 

standards, the current situation can be controlled or rather slowed down, for both developing 

countries and mostly for developed countries. Standards can help fight climate change by 

providing a basis for ensuring trust, integrity and management in the quantification, 

measurement and verification of GHG emissions. More importantly, standards can also provide 

the tools for development of energy efficiency and alternative sources. Standards can be used to 

support innovation by sharing best practice, so designers can focus on developing better 

products adhering to the best possible environmental standards so as to protect our planet. 

Standards help to harmonize codes of best practice improving the measurement of carbon 

footprint with better informed choices.  
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Way Forward 

In favor of long term sustainability of development it is important that the world at large adopts 

a clean development path. As climate change impacts tend to have economic and developmental 

consequences, for sustainability the world over needs to apply development in a way that will 

not compound the climate change problem, putting stress on development. The following 

recommendations are GHG neutral development paths that could be implemented to tackle 

climate change:  

Energy Efficiency and renewable energy  

While many industries have management systems in place to control and improve quality, very 

few have management systems to control energy efficiency and yet clean energy technologies 

including renewable energy are strategies that are central to any community that would want to 

combat climate change. Energy efficiency is the most important “fuel” and yet countries 

continue with energy trends that are unsustainable - economically, environmentally and socially. 

The world needs a major decarbonisation system and change to more energy efficient strategies. 

With the use of International standards innovative technologies that promise to help reduce the 

effects of climate change can be disseminated worldwide.  Renewable energy such as wind, 

solar, geothermal, hydro would help in addressing the current climate change trends looking at 

the fact that they would provide at least 50% of the world’s energy, yet minimal efforts are 

being concerted towards encouraging all nations to switch to such energy. The use of 

International standards can then help to foster the introduction of new energy technologies and 

services. “If you cannot measure it, you cannot manage it”. What is very important is to have 

energy efficiency indicators, monitoring and reporting of energy efficiency. A lot of countries 

claim to have reduced GHG emissions and using more energy efficient strategies, but who 

measures this? This is where the use of International Standards becomes imperative as standards 

can provide for common, recognized verification as well as documentation. Standards can help 
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with providing the metric to assess energy savings potential. If this is done then the world can 

have validated information on how much is being done in as far as climate change is concerned. 

These standards could constitute of Worldwide Energy Management Systems including energy 

audits, benchmarking for which developing countries would have to be part of. 

 

Transportation 

The International Energy Agency (IEA) (2009) recommends that there should be mandatory 

fuel efficiency standards for light duty vehicles, fuel efficient tyres as well as eco-driving. 

Swaziland is in line with such recommendations as she has developed strategies to reduce the 

use of fossil fuels and hence the use of alternative fuels like bioethanol (10% ethanol and 90% 

unleaded petrol). These are renewable and reduce the reliance on fossil fuels in turn fighting 

climate change.  The government of Swaziland is currently working with stakeholders from the 

sugar industry as well as other relevant authorities to introduce bioethanol and eventually roll it 

out to the whole country. Furthermore there has also been a flexi car which that the Ministry of 

Energy  Natural Resources has purchased,  this car uses up to 85% ethanol and it provides a way 

of testing viability of the project. Though with the use of such fuels, Swaziland needs to be 

aware of issues such as food security, environment, climate change as well as the socio-

economic impacts on the general populace (Times of Swaziland, 5 May 2010).  

This recent development has prompted the Swaziland Standards Authority (SWASA) to develop 

a standard for biofuel which would then assist in providing assurance that emerging renewable 

products meet the required expectations. The Swaziland Standards Authority is mandated by 

Standards and Quality Act (10) 2003 to prepare, frame, modify or amend standards relating to 

structures, commodities, products, materials, practices and operations. Her mission is to 

promote quality principles and facilitate the use of standards to reduce technical barriers to trade 

and investment, ensure a sustainable Swazi economy and safeguard the nation’s health, safety 
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and environment. In her new work program she is currently fulfilling her mandate and achieving 

her mission by developing standards such as those for hospitals management for which there are 

requirements for environmental waste management. There is also a development of Solid 

Compound Fertilisers standard amongst other projects as means of safeguarding the 

environment from issues of eutrophication.   

SWASA is liaison with environmental groups such as Yonge Nawe, Renewable Energy 

Associaciation of Swaziland (REASWA) as well as Swaziland Environment Authority (SEA). 

Other standards that have been developed thus far on the subject matter include ISO 14001 

Environmental Management as a way of protecting the environment. This would really 

contribute towards fighting climate change especially if they are made to be technical 

regulations in each and every country. 

International Standards relating to climate change are finding wide acceptance. These range 

from measurement of specific GHG emissions to generic accounting standards leading who 

should pay the emission price for footprint of goods produced.  The first standard ISO 14064, 

which is in three parts, provides for rigorous and credible accounting to maintain integrity in the 

market. The second standard ISO 14065 allows emission reduction or inventories to be verified 

under ISO 14064 Part 3 by a validation body accredited to ISO 14065. Besides ISO 14064 and 

ISO 14065, tracking carbon emissions would need to use ISO 14040 Life Cycle Assessment 

(LCA). This provides confidence of meeting the robust and practice for performing transparent 

and acceptable carbon footprint calculation over the life cycle of products, service and events 

(Weng, 2008). ISO 14020 series of standards on environmental labelling provide specific 

environmental communication tool and guidance related to product labels and declaration. 

In integrating environmental aspects in to product design and development process, ISO 14062 

standard has been developed. This standard provides guidance on how to manage and reduce 

environmental burden including carbon footprint of organisations and products, (Weng, 2008). 
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Therefore, in its fundamental nature the development of such standards enhance consumer and 

government confidence in energy efficiency and renewable energy. These approaches have been 

found to be key towards tackling climate change. The use of such International standards also 

overcomes technical barriers in the international commerce of renewable energy products.  

 

Industries 

Developing countries need to be assisted in developing energy management capabilities, 

collection of high quality energy efficiency data for industry as well as policy packages to 

promote energy efficiency in small and medium size enterprises (IEA, 2009). If International 

Standards were to be used by these developing countries they would assist in the reducing the 

costs of having to develop policies because standards would set out the minimum requirements 

as to how to manage energy so as to be energy efficient. Over and above that, if there are any 

policies in place, standards would enhance policy consistency since they provide for common 

and repeated use of rules, guidelines for products, or related processes and production methods. 

The largest known contributor of climate change is from industrial burning of fossil fuels, which 

release carbon dioxide and other GHG into the atmosphere. Industries need to work towards 

reducing their carbon footprint. Measures towards achieving this are often in line with 

standards. The government of Swaziland through Energy Department of the Ministry of Natural 

Resources and Energy is encouraging local industries switch to renewable energy sources like 

wind, solar and hydro. It is also promoting cogeneration using bagasse and wood pulp residue as 

an alternate method of electricity generation (Times of Swaziland, 5 May 2010). While 

contributing towards the mitigation of GHG, such measures also reduce production costs. The 

use of energy efficient boilers, motors and improved maintenance of such equipment is also 

viewed as one of the strategies of mitigating the effects of climate change.  

Utilities  
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There is a lot that we can do at a personal level that can contribute towards reducing GHG 

emissions. If we all act responsibly, the small contributions would in due course add up to a 

significant reduction of GHG emissions. Utility end use efficiency schemes as the IEA Report 

of 2009 states that if such global recommendations are followed they could save an equivalent 

of 20% of global energy related to carbon dioxide emissions by 2030. This includes switching 

off appliances that are not in use to save electricity and also protecting them against being 

damaged in case power surges arise. Efficiently lighting, heating and cooling of living spaces 

should be encouraged. This needs to start from house planning and construction. More 

especially because buildings account for about one third of the emissions of heat trapping 

carbon dioxide from fossil fuel burning (Prasad, 2009). The use of International standards 

would help in giving guidelines for designing and building energy efficient homes and 

workplaces. The orientation of windows should be such that it receives maximum natural light 

to cut on using electricity lights, even during daylight.  Moreover the phasing out of 

incandescent lights which consumes twice as much energy as fluorescent light would help in 

reducing GHG emissions. The houses should also be well oriented to optimise solar heating; 

this could be accompanied by good ventilation to allow natural cooling. Efficient lighting, 

heating, and cooling will ultimately result in savings in electricity bills, thus reducing GHG 

emissions. The recent UN Climate talks in Copenhagen called on developed countries to also 

tackle climate change by urgently making real changes at home.  

National Level  

Adaptation and mitigation actions are required for any country in as far as climate change concerned. 

International standards are without doubt the tools to address climate change. Countries need to 

ensure that policies are in line with climate change. The Swaziland’s National Energy policy 

addresses issues of climate change as it states that it is the duty of all nations that the resources 

of each and every country are used in a sustainable manner that is not detrimental to the 

populace of that country or its environment. Countries need to guide development such that 
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GHG emissions are minimised and vulnerability to inevitable climate change is minimised 

through optimal adaptations options. Countries need to ensure that their general populace is 

aware of climate change and what they can do to address it, “Think globally, and act locally”. 

This also extends to communities that need to ensure that their communal systems are in line 

with addressing climate change. This can be done by ensuring that their grazing land is well 

managed, and that forests in the area are not exploited since they help in absorbing atmospheric 

emissions. With the use of International standards these well managed places would give a 

benchmark for good practices including environmental and energy efficiency labelling. As the 

population of many countries continues to grow individuals in the population start competing 

for resource, especially scarce resources such as energy and this then increases the carbon 

footprint of most countries. It is vital that the growth of population be controlled worldwide. 

Fanney (2007) alludes to this fact as he states that future energy projections show that average 

annual growth rate of 2%, (being the lowest estimate that worldwide population can increase at) 

 will result in primary energy demand doubling by 2037 and tripling by 2057.  

 

In Conclusion 

Although global climate change resulting from GHG emissions has been a serious 

environmental concern for about a decade, there is still discussion about the causes of this 

change, or the extent to which is happening and yet climate change is here, now, and is a matter 

of survival for humanity and ecology. Developed countries have a dual quantified obligation to 

reduce emissions at home supporting developing countries with resources for adaptation and 

deviate from activities that contribute significantly to GHG emissions. It goes without saying 

that International standards together with stringent conformity assessment offer the best 

solutions for both developed and developing nations in the epoch of climate change. Standards 
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can provide for requirements of monitoring energy and GHG emissions and thus provide 

measures for monitoring, quantification and verification of emissions. 
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