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ISO 26000 – “Vienna Update”

	The International Organization for Standardization (“ISO”)


The ISO is a global network of standards institutes from 157 member countries. For nearly 60 years the primary function of this non-governmental organization has been the development of international standards. ISO standards are developed through extensive consultation with experts in business, government and society through the national standardization bodies of each participating country. Originally, the ISO worked to promote the standardization of products, services, processes and systems. More recently, the ISO has developed standardized tools for management practices and is now shifting its focus to developing guidance standards that address matters of social policy. 

	ISO 26000 – A Guidance Document for Social Responsibility


In 2004, following three years of deliberation, consultation and debate, the ISO’s Technical Management Board and Member Bodies decided to proceed with the development of an international standard in the field of social responsibility. This standard, called the ISO 26000, represents a significant departure from earlier ISO initiatives in that it is not a management system standard, nor is it to be used for certification purposes. Instead, the ISO 26000 is meant to be a plain language guidance document for non-specialists to adopt into their organizations as they see fit. 

The ISO 26000 is intended to distil best practices that have already evolved and disseminate them worldwide. In order to achieve this goal, the ISO has endeavoured to develop close working relationships with pre-existing international organizations focused on the issue of social responsibility. Of these relationships, the most crucial to the ISO and perhaps the most difficult to forge was with the International Labour Organization (the “ILO”). Despite early stumbling blocks, the ISO and ILO signed a Memorandum of Understanding in 2005 ensuring that the ISO 26000 would be consistent with ILO Conventions and recognizing the ILO as the competent body responsible for the development of social responsibility issues in the global labour standards context.

The ISO has been conscious of the benefits of working collaboratively with these pre-existing international organizations and adopting their standards where appropriate. For example, the working draft of the ISO 26000 makes specific reference to the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, the UN Global Compact, and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises.
	Procedural Challenges


The ISO’s ambitious development program has attempted to involve stakeholders from all sectors of society in both the developed and developing world. All ISO national member bodies were invited to participate and appoint to the ISO Working Group on Social Responsibility (“WG SR”) one expert in each of the following stakeholder groups: industry, government, labour, consumers, NGOs, and ‘others’. 

The often diverging perspectives of the Working Group experts have created unique challenges for the consensus-based drafting process. These challenges have resulted in significant complications and delays, which have forced the WG SR to abandon their initial projected timeline. Given the expansive scope of this project, these delays are not entirely unexpected and the WG SR has focused on improving the efficiency of their drafting techniques throughout the process.

	The Vienna Working Group Meeting


The most recent meeting of the WG SR was held in Vienna, Austria, in November 2007. The focus of the Vienna meeting was two fold: to solidify drafting standards and to increase the global awareness of, and representation at, the WG SR. 

Prior to the Vienna meeting, the WG SR received over 7,000 comments concerning the third working draft of the ISO 26000. At the meeting, a number of key drafting issues were resolved and the WG SR committed to produce a fourth version of the working draft. This newest version will be completed by a newly created Integrated Drafting Task Force (“IDTF”), which is comprised of a balanced number of experts from all stakeholder groups.

The Vienna meeting enjoyed record participation from some 400 experts representing the six stakeholder groups. This increased participation reflects the growing international interest in the ISO 26000 standard. The WG SR membership now includes 71 countries and almost 40 independent liaison organizations.

	Looking Forward


There are a number of important global initiatives underway which are aimed at addressing the social deficit that has been identified within globalization. These initiatives, including the ISO 26000 project, will have a significant impact on the business community. 

The CEC will keep you apprised of developments as they unfold. In terms of the ISO 26000 initiative, the fourth working draft from the session held in Vienna last month is scheduled for release during the Spring of 2008. Andrew Finlay and Brian Burkett of the CEC are members of the Canadian Advisory Committee to the ISO.  In this capacity, our fellow CEC members will receive the fourth working draft immediately upon its release.  Its content will be shared with you and your reaction to the fourth working draft will be solicited at that time.  The Canadian Advisory Committee will then have an opportunity to comment in advance of the next meeting of the ISO scheduled for Santiago, Chile, in September, 2008. 

* * *
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