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The five ISO 14000 series of standards on
environmental management has received
much publicity as a means by which to
improve organisational environmental
management since its inception in
September of 1996. The foundations for the
ISO 14000 series were laid at the 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED) in Rio de
Janeiro, when it was decided that the
international business community would

develop international environmental
standards to ensure that companies operating
globally could do so with a common set of
benchmarks based on environmental quality.

As Figure 1 indicates, the standards range
from technical requirements on auditing
guidelines, environmental performance
guidelines, to life cycle assessment and
environmental labelling.

Figure 1: The Structure of the ISO14000 Series of Standards (Source: Hortensius and
Barthel, 1997)
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However recent statistics indicate that whilst
ISO 14000 is being widely adopted as a
basis for environmental standard in many
European and North American countries,
there exist large disparities with respect to
ISO 14000 certification across Asia. As
Table 1 demonstrates, within the Asian
region, Japan leads in the adoption of the

standards, followed by Australia and
Taiwan. However developing countries such
as Indonesia (77), the Philippines (53) and
Vietnam (9), lag far behind with respect to
ISO 14000 certification. Furthermore,
countries such as Cambodia and Laos have
not yet recorded certification for any
organisations.

Table 1: The Number of ISO14001 Registrations by Country (as at Jan 2001)
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Source: ISO World (http://www.ecology.or.jp/isoworld/english/analy14k.htm), March 22, 2001.

A report by the Canadian based journal
“Consensus” into Japan’s adoption of ISO
14000 has indicated that whilst the
manufacturing sector is the largest grouping
that has adopted the standard to date, there
have been a wide cross-section of
organisations that have achieved ISO 14000
status. These have ranged from
supermarkets, universities, banks, trading
houses and governments at the local level.

Furthermore, apart from improving
environmental performance and enhancing
public image, distinctive reasons for the
wide adoption of ISO 14000 in Japan has

been the need to avoid the mistakes of ISO
9000. Japan’s reluctance to embrace the
earlier ISO 9000 series when it was released,
due primarily to the faith in their own
quality control systems, led many
organisations within the European Union to
mandate supplier compliance with ISO
9000. As such, Japan was caught unaware
and failed to fulfil EU requirements for
compliance status on many contracts.

Similar requirements are now being applied
to the automotive industry. Both The Ford
Motor Company and General Motors have
announced that they will require all of their
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suppliers to be certified to the ISO 14001
Standard by July 1, 2003 and December 31,
2002 respectively. In 1998, Ford became the
first automaker to have all its existing plants
certified to ISO 14001.

Mandatory ISO14000 compliance
provisions in contracts can result in a
competitive disadvantage for supplier
organisations that are not accredited. Given
that organisations in developing countries
are less likely to have ISO14000 compliance
than organisations in developed countries,
this places them at a distinct disadvantage
with respect to International trade. With an
increasing focus on industrial production
being shifted from high labour cost
developed countries to countries with low
cost with respect to materials, labour and
overhead, there is an ever increasing
pressure on developing economies to
embrace quality standards. Absence of
standards effectively results in de facto trade
barriers being imposed, based on quality as
distinct from industry protection that has
been the source of trade barriers in the past.

China’s expected entry into the World Trade
Organisation in the near future will
inevitably lead to greater competition for
Chinese organisations at the international
level. Domestically owned Chinese firms are
already feeling the pressure to enhance their
competitive edge by upgrading their
products to reach global standards. China’s
State Environmental Protection
Administration (SEPA) is currently in the
process of establishing ISO14000 State
demonstration zones, which aim to ensure
that companies within the industrial zone
area, are certified as ISO14000 compliant.
To date there are two such zones in China.
However China has been slow in adopting
ISO 14000. Research has indicated that
among the 70 firms in the Hangzhou
Economic and Technological Development

Zone in Zhejiang Province, more than half
of those have obtained the ISO9000
certificates, whereas only three of those have
passed the ISO14000 certification. Those
three were foreign-funded enterprises. This
is similar to Thailand in that of the 270
factories that have attained ISO 14000
status, nearly all of them were owned by
multinationals.

In addition to the slow rate of compliance
with ISO 14000, there are questions as to the
credibility of the certification infrastructure.
Although some developing economies have
or are in the process of developing national
certification schemes for ISO 14000, other
countries do not have them, or have locally
issued certificates that have not been subject
to official ‘licensing’ requirements. There
has therefore been an increasing pressure for
less developed economies to have
certificates awarded by international
certification organisations. Davy (1997,
p.178) states that in India for example,
approximately 60% of ISO 9000 certificates
were awarded by international certification
organisations.

The aim of the ISO 14000 series is to unify
environmental management standards in
various countries, improve both the internal
and external competitiveness of
organisations who have adapted it, and
attract funds to local industries. It is
important that companies, and especially
locally owned companies within the region,
firmly embrace environmental standards as a
means by which to improve not only their
internal operational processes, but also their
image in an increasingly globalised
environment. Finally, Governments need to
provide the necessary supportive
frameworks to facilitate guidance to local
companies. These include funding for
awareness campaigns, training workshops,
and industry support. Organisations that do
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not achieve accreditation may miss out on
potentially lucrative commercial
opportunities, which in turn effects national
economic development.

References

Consensus, ISO 14000 in Japan, Vol 26(5),
Sept/Oct 1999, pp.14-15. [Online]
http://scc.ca/consensu/1999/sept_oct/issue
2605.pdf

Davy, A., [1997], Environmental
Management Systems: ISO 14001 Issues for
Developing Countries, in ISO 14001 and
Beyond: Environmental Management
Systems in the Real World, Edited by
Christopher Sheldon, Greenleaf Publishing,
Sheffield, England.

Hortensius, D., and Barthel, M., [1997],
Beyond 14001: An Introduction to the ISO
14000 Series, in ISO 14001 and Beyond:
Environmental Management Systems in the
Real World, Edited by Christopher Sheldon,
Greenleaf Publishing, Sheffield, England.

ISO World
http://www.ecology.or.jp/isoworld/english
/analy14k.htm  March 22, 2001.

http://scc.ca/consensu/1999/sept_oct/issue2605.pdf
http://scc.ca/consensu/1999/sept_oct/issue2605.pdf
http://www.ecology.or.jp/isoworld/english/analy14k.htm
http://www.ecology.or.jp/isoworld/english/analy14k.htm

