ISO Standards for Environmental Management Systems

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) was established in 1947 in Geneva, Switzerland, to promote the development of voluntary standards that would facilitate international trade. ISO is a nongovernmental organization made up of national standards bodies from more than 100 countries. Since its formation, ISO has developed more than 10,000 standards that govern products, such as the size of paper, the format of credit cards, and the symbols on automobile dashboards. ISO standards ensure that products share uniform characteristics no matter where they are produced.


In the late 1970s, the focus of ISO’s standard setting began to shift. While product standards helped to ensure that specific products performed as expected, they did not address the operations of the facilities that manufactured them. ISO committees set to work on a series of quality-management standards known as ISO 9000. The ISO 9000 standards were drafted to help ensure that facilities had in place competent management processes that were capable of manufacturing high-quality products, regardless of how business conditions might change. Thousands of organizations in Europe, Asia, and the United States quickly adopted these standards.


In the early 1990s, the ISO began work on a series of environmental management standards. However, leaders in business and government were concerned that the national environmental management standards under development in England, Ireland, France, and Spain, as well as European Union standards, could result in unintended barriers to international trade as each country developed its own potentially inconsistent requirements for manufacturers. As part of the preparations for the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Brazil in 1992, business leaders called on the ISO to provide guidance for sustainable business development. This task, combined with the success of ISO 9000, led the ISO in 1992 to establish subcommittees to work on aspects of environmental management, including environmental management systems (EMSs), auditing, labeling, performance evaluation, and lifecycle assessment. The work of these committees resulted in a series of standards known as the 14000 series, published beginning in 1996. The first of these standards, ISO 14001, established criteria for EMSs. It is the only standard in the 14000 series to which a facility may be certified as having an EMS in compliance with ISO criteria.


The American National Standards Institute represents the United States in the ISO. Work on ISO 14000 takes place under the auspices of the U.S. Technical Advisory Group, which includes business, government, environmental advocacy, and academic organizations. The advisory group currently is working on proposed changes to ISO 14001—the first such revision since its publication. Additional areas under debate include ISO 14001’s requirements for regulatory compliance and public disclosure of information.
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