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Introduction 
I think it was Benjamin Franklin who said that failing to prepare meant preparing to fail. Preparing, of course, means 
planning for the future. But it also means building sufficient agility into your processes to be able to seize new 
opportunities and to adapt quickly to new situations and conditions. 
 
At the International Electrotechnical Commission, we rely on an accurate understanding of the drivers of change 
to build future scenarios. How will we be affected by technological innovation, regulatory changes or economic 
downturns? What will be the impact of climate change? But we also have to be prepared for the proverbial kick in 
the teeth. Nobody anticipated the coronavirus pandemic.   
 
I will come back to that later, but first I would like to say a word about the DNA of the IEC. You will notice that I use 
words like “we” and “together” when I am discussing the IEC. It is not a rhetorical device to underline that we are 
all part of one big team. It is more profound than that. The IEC is member-led and multi-layered, driven by a global 
community of experts with diverse backgrounds and interacting with a very broad range of stakeholders. These 
include, but are not limited to, industry, government and regulators, developing countries, international and regional 
organizations, and academia. This community of stakeholders provides us with a unique and varied mix of 
perspectives, insights and experiences that keeps our work relevant and our impact global. The word I like to use 
to describe it is “multi-stakeholderism”. 
 
Over the next 25 minutes or so, I will focus on critical issues for the future of international standards and conformity 
assessment. I will discuss the IEC, of course. including my role in the organization. I will also discuss our response 
to the pandemic, as well as the other challenges and opportunities that we are facing, including: 

− diversity  
− developing our global reach 
− succession planning  
− the impact of digitization  
− addressing society’s concerns about new technologies, and  
− the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

IEC 
Let me first turn to our DNA. The IEC brings together 172 of the world’s countries. Our standards underpin global 
commerce and contribute to opening markets and to ensuring safety in the workplace, the home and in the 
environment. The World Trade Organization Technical Barriers to Trade Agreement strongly advocates the use of 
international standards and conformity assessment for facilitating trade.  
 
International standards enable the dissemination of the most efficient technologies on a global scale. Conformity 
assessment adds value to standards by ensuring that manufacturers keep their promises. Furthermore, the use of 
IEC Standards and the IEC Conformity Assessment Systems help developing countries build a quality infrastructure 
to ensure that products entering their markets fulfil required safety and performance criteria. This enables economic 
actors to compete globally. It makes citizens safer, promotes economic development, and facilitates access to 
investment. 
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Because our standards embody global consensus on methodologies, processes and requirements, they are 
accepted in most of the world. They are essential for industry, for utilities and for critical infrastructure. They provide 
technical frameworks, metrics and specifications that regulators can reference in legislation. Standards also provide 
governments with technical references in public tenders, lending confidence that products meet globally agreed 
rules that have been developed and accepted by industry and regulators.  
 
My job is to ensure that the cogs in the wheel are well-oiled – I am sure there is a standard for that too. It is a 
tremendous responsibility. Somebody at the IEC once told me that the General Secretary is a bit like a ship’s 
captain, steering a course charted by the IEC Members and depending on his or her crew in the IEC offices to stay 
afloat. In the cargo hold are the standards and conformity assessment systems created by international experts for 
the benefit of the world. It is an interesting analogy. What they did not warn me about were the storms because 
however good the forecast, the weather is never wholly predictable. The routes that ships take, like plans, 
sometimes have to be modified. COVID-19 is a case in point.  

The global pandemic 
The pandemic has affected lives and livelihoods and it has accelerated the pace of change. Meetings are 
happening online. Staff, members and experts are relying on VPN networks and software like Microsoft Teams, 
Zoom and Webex to work from their homes. The world will recover but I believe that the shared experiences of the 
past 18 months will have a lasting impact. Without doubt, we will reduce business travel and have fewer physical 
meetings. Those that do go ahead are likely to be hybrid meetings with at least some of the participants joining 
from remote locations.  
 
At the start of the pandemic, the IEC launched a business continuity plan that allowed us to keep providing our vital 
work in standardization and conformity assessment. We were prepared because much of our work was already 
happening online, including document management, distribution and voting. We were able to build on solid 
foundations. Although devised as a response to very demanding circumstances, in many ways the continuity plan 
has driven us forward. What we have experienced and learnt since the beginning of 2020 will affect how we work 
in the future. It has prepared us not only by digitalizing processes and procedures, but also by evolving mindsets 
and helping us to develop a stronger, more digital culture. 

Diversity and inclusion 
And that brings me to the important question of diversity and inclusion. It is worth remembering that the IEC is more 
than a hundred years old. In a world that is changing at an increasingly rapid pace, staying relevant is becoming a 
greater challenge than ever before. At the IEC, we have always recognized that diversity increases relevance, 
which I define as the point where our services intersect with the expectations of multi-stakeholderism. We owe our 
global relevance and success to the diversity of countries and stakeholders that participate in our standards and 
conformity assessment work. In addition, we have also forged partnerships with many other international and 
regional organizations to broaden the diversity and the reach of our work. In 2018, the IEC Council Board further 
underlined this message by establishing a task force on diversity. The task force developed a diversity statement 
for IEC that underlines the importance of inclusion and stresses the three areas of diversity that are crucial for the 
continued global relevance of IEC: stakeholder diversity, gender diversity and geographical diversity. 
 
We are committed to attracting more women to standardization and conformity assessment work but there is clearly 
room for improvement. The representation of women in standards falls to under 10 per cent in some technical 
groups. We are developing guidelines and training material to improve the gender balance in technical committees 
and within the IEC Conformity Assessment Systems. We are also investing in tools and resources to allow technical 
committees to develop gender responsive standards.  
 
With regard to geographical diversity, we are mainly tackling this in two ways. Firstly, in the early 2000s, we began 
creating regional centres around the world. It keeps us closer to our Members and experts, not least by allowing 
us to work in the same time zones. It also gives us greater understanding of the cultural differences within different 
regions. Secondly, we are working closely with what we call our Affiliate Countries. 
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Developing our global reach 
We created the Affiliate Country Programme in 2001 and we are delighted to celebrate its 20th anniversary this 
year. The programme enables developing and newly industrializing countries to participate in IEC work and the 
IEC Conformity Assessment Systems without the financial burden of membership. Over the years, it has helped 
numerous countries to increase the quality of their infrastructure. They have gained the necessary technical 
expertise to participate in international standardization work, as well as a deeper understanding of conformity 
assessment and the capacity to apply testing and certification. 
 
Inclusivity is the cornerstone of the Affiliate Country Programme. The countries participating in the programme gain 
access to IEC International Standards and other publications. They learn how to set up a national electrotechnical 
committee and benefit from mentoring. They are able to contribute to IEC work and to participate in the annual IEC 
General Meeting and Affiliate Forum. Let me share a few figures with you. There are currently 84 affiliates. Affiliate 
countries have ordered more than sixteen thousand five hundred standards, free of charge, in view of national 
adoption. They have adopted more than 8 600 IEC International Standards as national standards. Seventeen 
affiliates are currently benefiting from mentoring partnerships with IEC Members. Sixty have a National 
Electrotechnical Committee. Thirty-five have Affiliate Conformity Assessment (ACA) Status. This is building for the 
future. Their insights, experience and knowledge will help to ensure that the standards of tomorrow stay relevant. 

Succession planning 
Our future also depends on our ability to nurture the next generation of engineers, scientists and technology experts 
who will continue to provide the world with solutions in the digital era. They have always been the backbone of the 
IEC and as we enter the fourth industrial revolution, we need to engage the digital natives whose unique expertise 
will carry the IEC forward.  
 
The IEC Young Professionals (YPs) Programme is dedicated to the world's upcoming electrotechnology experts 
and industry leaders. Since 2010, it has been encouraging young people to participate in IEC work at the start of 
their career. They are young managers, engineers and technologists, aged from their early 20s to mid-30s, and all 
of them are handpicked by IEC National Committees. The benefits of the programme run both ways. We gain 
insights from the YPs and profit from their understanding of the digital world. While they help us to shape the future 
of international standards and conformity assessment, the YPs and their employers benefit from important 
networking opportunities, as well as staying ahead of the technology curve in their fields and ensuring technology 
transfer. 
 
The Programme includes an annual workshop at the IEC General Meeting. YPs can learn about the IEC by 
observing policy discussions and engaging with IEC experts and leaders. The Programme also enables the YPs 
to work together on meaningful projects and gives them a platform to share their experience and to identify trends. 
It is a learning opportunity for more established managers and researchers that we at the IEC value highly. YP 
alumni are now the presidents and secretaries of national standards bodies. Many more are active in IEC technical 
committees and the conformity assessment systems. 
 
The 2021 YP Workshop will take place at the next IEC General Meeting in Dubai, UAE, on 3 to 7 October. If you 
are interested, please contact the National Committee in your country to find out more about the national selection 
process.  

Smart standards for a digital world 
Dear participants, during these difficult times, I am glad to say that the IEC has coped well with the challenging 
circumstances with which the entire planet is grappling. The fact that we were prepared means that, to date, there 
has been little impact on our core activities.  
 
There is, however, always room for improvement, and indeed change: it is what the Japanese call “kaizen” or 
continuous change for the better. Completing the process of digital transformation depends on our ability to 
complete the process of cultural transformation. This is important because it is the job of all my managers to 
implement new policies and principles in their departments. Digital transformation will not happen unless everyone 
in the IEC participates. One important thing that I have learned in my career is that culture drives engagement. No 
matter how good the strategy, it will not work unless staff accept the truth of what you are trying to achieve.  
 
It is vital to get it right now, as digital technologies continue to transform the worlds of work and leisure. We live in 
a society that is permanently connected, where at any moment we can send and receive text, audio and video 
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messages and where encounters, including business meetings, can happen virtually. In manufacturing and the 
electrical grid, sensors and monitors connected to the Internet of Things gather, analyze and communicate data 
with other devices to improve output, quality and consistency. Staying relevant means transforming digitally and 
that means developing smart standards and conformity assessment services. The future of the IEC is where the 
future needs of society and the economy will be. 
 
For the time being, we are still producing our standards as PDFs for people to download and use. But most of our 
standards are also available in a machine-readable XML format. It is clear that in the future the content will be not 
only machine-readable but also machine-executable, machine-interpretable and eventually machine-controllable. 
Smart standards will be fully customizable. They will make it possible for machines to cherry-pick not only whole 
IEC standards, but also paragraphs or even single requirements from different publications and to combine them 
in a way that addresses specific needs and challenges. This is also what we call a move towards Standards as a 
Service (SaaS).  
 
The way standards are developed will change. We are currently implementing new tools and agile processes to 
deliver more data-centric standards. These include, for example, online authoring – notably through a project with 
ISO – as well as a stronger digital backbone in the IEC secretariat to automate resource management processes 
and working methods, both in standardization and in conformity assessment. They make it possible to work in a 
more efficient and collaborative way.  

Addressing the concerns of society 
It is only by ensuring that IEC Standards and conformity assessment continue adapting to the needs of stakeholders 
that we can maintain, and indeed increase, our relevance. It means recognising that not all the challenges we face 
are purely technical. It is vital to find answers to the many social challenges and ethical dilemmas raised by artificial 
intelligence and other technologies. They include, among others, privacy, security and trust for the widest possible 
benefit. Digital transformation is about more than simply re-imagining IEC Standards to deliver greater value to our 
stakeholders.  
 
We have set up groups to investigate ways to ensure that ethical considerations shape the development process. 
They have been tasked with developing broadly applicable guidelines for IEC committees on ethical aspects related 
to autonomous and/or AI applications. They are also engaging with other relevant actors, such as academia, to 
explore issues from a variety of angles. Our aim is to maximize public good while limiting the risk of inadvertent 
harm or unintended consequences. International standards developed by multiple stakeholders ensure the right 
balance is struck between the desire to deploy artificial intelligence and other new technologies rapidly and the 
need to study their impact. It is obviously not the role of the IEC to make ethical judgments, but we anticipate 
increased interactions with regulators, policy makers, academia and other relevant stakeholders when it comes to 
informing and assessing the ethical implications of new technologies.  

AI 
Wider adoption of AI technologies and systems will depend to a large extent on effective risk management. The 
joint technical committee set up by IEC and ISO (JTC 1/SC 42) is carrying out important standardization work in 
this area. An ISO/IEC standard provides guidelines on managing risk faced by organizations during the 
development and application of AI techniques and systems. It is already assisting organizations in integrating risk 
management for AI into significant activities and functions, as well as describing processes for effective 
implementation and integration. 

SDGs 
Esteemed delegates, the digital future we are working to achieve is encapsulated in IEC’s mission statement. It 
says, quite simply, “IEC everywhere for a safer, more efficient world.” For us, that means supporting the realization 
of decarbonization and an “All Electric Society”, which will ensure global prosperity by providing universal access 
to affordable energy, generated from renewable and sustainable sources. In that sense, what the IEC is doing fits 
squarely with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 
 
Indeed, IEC Standards and conformity assessment already contribute, directly or indirectly, to one or more 
indicators for all 17 of the SDGs. Our expertise can play a crucial role in protecting the environment and building a 
better future for the whole of humanity. Digital transformation is our key to making it happen. Our continued 
relevance, though, rests not only on recognising our role and contribution to society, but also in assuming our 
responsibilities. We do that in three ways.  
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Firstly, as already mentioned, IEC Standards and conformity assessment play a fundamental economic role and 
support global trade. They provide the tools for building critical infrastructure and for global commerce. IEC 
publications enable countries and industries to adopt or build sustainable technologies and to apply international 
best practices. They also form the basis for innovation, as well as quality and risk management. 

Secondly, we are working with our experts to map our standards against the SDGs. IEC is technology focused and 
only very few IEC Standards can be clearly attributed to a single SDG. Most technologies are relevant to more than 
one goal. For example, motors are found in everything from refrigerators to air conditioners, energy generation, 
medical devices, industrial applications and transport. Many different IEC TCs develop the standards that support 
energy efficiency. I could continue but I think you understand my point.  

This encourages us to look at the bigger picture, rather than focusing on the individual parts only. In recent years, 
the IEC has recognized the importance of breaking down vertical silos and promoted a more horizontal, systems 
approach to standardization. The SDG project builds on this experience and is fundamentally important for the 
future of standardization. We are acquiring a greater understanding of the many vital ways that we safeguard the 
environment and extend prosperity to ever wider sections of the global population. It is helping us to listen more 
attentively to policymakers and regulators, as well as to communicate more effectively. We are fine-tuning our 
existing toolkit to facilitate the work of governments.  

Thirdly, we are promoting the business case for embracing the SDGs, which can act as drivers for innovation, for 
opening up new and emerging markets, and for creating new opportunities for investment.  

Conclusion 
By way of a conclusion, it is clear that standards and conformity assessment will continue to play a critical role, 
starting with the post-COVID-19 recovery. Governments around the world are investing trillions of dollars in 
economic stimulus packages to rebuild our ravaged economies. They are revitalizing transport infrastructure, water 
systems, telecommunications and manufacturing. They are investing in healthcare and fighting climate change, as 
well as building more resilient infrastructure to cope with the effects of extreme weather caused by global warming. 
Policymakers are backing technologies, such as AI, the Internet of Things and quantum, to deliver solutions and to 
create jobs, while identifying cyber security as a priority for protecting critical sectors. These are all IEC’s areas of 
expertise.  

IEC work provides the know-how to build a greener, cleaner and more prosperous world. The programmes and 
initiatives that we are implementing are to ensure that our contribution to society stays relevant.  

Above all, though, it is thanks to the unique contribution of our worldwide community of experts and their ability to 
develop consensus-based solutions that reflect state-of-the-art best practices. The 20 000+ engineers, scientists 
and technology experts – standards professionals and conformity assessment professionals – around the world 
who contribute to IEC work ensure that standards provide guidance on implementing best practices in safety, 
efficiency and trustworthiness.  

To those of you who are not already part of the IEC family, my message is: please join us, we need you! 

Thank you very much for your kind attention. 
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