
Inspect ion  i s  an  essent ia l  par t  of  ensur ing  that  a  product  (and  for  ins tance  a

PV  module ,  a  PV  inver ter ,  or  a  bat tery  system )  conforms  to  genera l  or  project -

speci f ic  requi rements .  I t  involves  examinat ion  conducted  by  competent

personnel  using  very  speci f ic  techniques .   To  avoid  cost ly  delays  in

manufactur ing ,  there  i s  no  room  for  improv isat ion .    

A  company  might  decide  to  per form  i t s  own  inspect ions  or  cal l  for  the

serv ices  of  companies  re fer red  to  as  “ th i rd  par t ies ” .  But  before  commiss ioning

a  th i rd -par ty  inspect ion  provider ,  i t  i s  highly  recommended  to  consider

whether  the  serv ice  provider  has  the  requi red  technica l  competence,

resources ,  adequate  management  system,  and  ways  to  safeguard  impar t ia l i ty ,

conf ident ia l i ty  and  to  ef fect ive ly  process  compla ints  and  appeals .  But  how  do

you  f ind  th is  out?  

 

W h a t  e x a c t l y  i s  a c c r e d i t a t i o n ?

Inspect ions  are  per formed  every  day  on  a  wide  var ie ty  of  products  and

serv ices  f rom  cloth ing  to  bui ld ing  st ructures  or  t rad ing  pract ices .  Al though  we

often  don ’ t  rea l ize  i t ,  we  couldn ’ t  l ive  without  these  inspect ions :  we  would  not

be  able  to  t rust  what  we  buy,  eat ,  wear  or  use.  

Accredi ta t ion  i s  the  formal  recognit ion  of  the  competence  to  perform  these

inspect ions.  I t  i s  the  f i rs t  l ink  in  a  chain  of  conf idence.  

Accredi ta t ions  are  del ivered  by  accredi ta t ion  bodies ,  themselves  appointed

by  the  states  (one  accredi ta t ion  body  per  country ) .  In  order  to  del iver  an

accredi ta t ion ,  the  accredi ta t ion  body  wi l l  per form  a  ser ies  of  thorough  audi ts

of  the  company  to  be  accredi ted ,  inc luding  staf f  qual i f icat ion ,  t ra in ing ,  and

work  exper ience,  inspect ion  methods ,  sui tab i l i ty  of  equipment  used,

impar t ia l i ty ,  conf ident ia l i ty ,  code  of  conduct  and  processes  for  safe  work ,  and

qual i ty  assurance  procedures  to  ensure  that  they  are  in  cont inuous

compl iance  with  the  requi rements .  

H o w  t o  i d e n t i f y  a n  a c c r e d i t e d  i n s p e c t i o n  b o d y ?

Accredi ted  inspect ion  bodies  are  author ized  to  i ssue  inspect ion  reports  or

cert i f icates  bear ing  a  given  mark  ind icat ing  the i r  accredi ta t ion  by  the

nat ional  accredi ta t ion  body.  (ANSI  mark  for  inspect ion  bodies  accredi ted  in

the  Uni ted  States ,  COFRAC  mark  for  inspect ion  bodies  accredi ted  in  France,

DAKKS  mark  for  inspect ion  bodies  accredi ted  in  Germany,  CNAS  mark  for

inspect ion  bodies  accredi ted  in  China ,  etc . )  

N o  c o m p r o m i s e  o n  i m p a r t i a l i t y

Smal l  or  la rge  conf l ic ts  of  in terest  are  omnipresent  in  today ’s  economy.  Fi rms

in  many  indust r ies  cont inuously  have  to  navigate  these  conf l ic ts ,  which  can

somet imes  even  take  the  form  of  br ibery  at tempts .  Inspect ion  f i rms ,  because

they  i ssue  judgments  on  how  indust ry  players  per form,  are  even  more

exposed  to  these  uneth ica l ,  i f  not  blunt ly  i l legal  pract ices .  That  i s  why

customers  re ly ing  on  the  resul ts  of  an  inspect ion  to  take  business  decis ion

should  always  demand  the  credent ia ls  of  the  inspect ion  f i rm  they  hi re .  Hir ing

a  non -accredi ted  inspect ion  f i rm  i s  in  th is  context  a  r isky  decis ion .

M u t u a l  r e c o g n i t i o n

One  addi t ional  benef i t  of  using  serv ices  f rom  accredi ted  bodies ,  i s  the

recogni t ion  of  the  work  per formed  by  these  ent i t ies .  Under  the  umbrel la  of

ILAC,  regrouping  over  120  accredi ta t ion  bodies  and  more  than  90,000

accredi ted  bodies ,  ent i t ies  recognize  the  work  per formed  by  any  member ,

s impl i fy ing  t rade  and  re la ted  author izat ions  and  sav ing  t ime  for  di f ferent

s takeholders .

For  ins tance,  pr ior  to  or  af ter  commiss ioning,  a  buyer  undergoing

ver i f icat ion  on  i t s  power  plant  equipment  by  local  regulatory  bodies  may

be  requi red  to  provide  evidence  that  conformi ty  assessment  was

conducted  on  impor ted  equipment .  A  Cert i f icate  of  Conformi ty  i ssued  by

an  accredi ted  Inspect ion  Body  can  be  swi f t ly  acknowledged  and

accepted  by  such  regulatory  bodies .

As  a  mark  of  i t s  membership ,  an  accredi ted  body ’s  report  or  cert i f icate

wi l l  bear  the  ILAC  mark.

Accreditat ion  vs.  cert i f icat ion

Al though  these  terms  are  of ten  mistakenly  used  in terchangeably ,  they

are  not  synonymous.  Unfor tunate ly ,  some  companies  mainta in  the

confus ion  to  serve  the i r  in terests  by  mis leading  customers  about  the

di f ferences .

A  cer t i f icat ion  represents  a  wri t ten  assurance  by  a  th i rd  par ty  of  the

conformi ty  of  a  product ,  a  serv ice ,  a  company  or  a  person  to  speci f ied

requi rements .  The  cer t i f icat ion  against  ISO9001  standard ,  for  ins tance,

prov ides  assurance  that  the  cer t i f ied  organizat ion  has  a  management

system  in  place  that  meets  the  requi rements  of  the  standard .  This

potent ia l ly  appl ies  to  any  company,  and  i s  no  proof  of  ei ther

competence,  absence  of  conf l ic t  of  in terest ,  or  impar t ia l i ty .  ISO9001

cer t i f icat ion  i s  necessary ,  but  cer ta in ly  not  enough  for  an  inspect ion  f i rm.

Accredi ta t ion ,  on  the  other  hand,  i s  the  formal  recogni t ion  by  an

author i ta t ive  body  of  the  competence  to  per form  the  work  to  speci f ied

standards .  Accredi ta t ion  standards  such  as  ISO17020  for  inspect ion

bodies  go  much  beyond  ISO9001,  and  for  ins tance  requi re

demonst rat ing  the  technica l  competence  of  the  inspect ion  body  to

per form  the  work  as  requi red ,  impar t ia l i ty ,  and  the  ex is tence  and  the

enforcement  of  an  adequate  Code  of  Conduct :  no  conf l ic t  of  in terests ,

no  f ree lance  inspectors ,  qual i f ied  staf f ,  adequate  procedures ,  etc .

Accreditat ion  in  PV  industry

Surpr is ingly ,  there  are  not  many  ISO17020  accredi ted  Inspect ion  Bodies

act ive  in  the  PV  and  Energy  Storage  sector .  This  i s  al l  the  more  surpr is ing

that  ISO17025  ( the  “s is ter ” ,  equiva lent  ISO  accredi ta t ion  for

measurement  labs )  i s  a  fu l ly -enforced  requi rement  throughout  the  PV

indust ry .  No  developer  would  re ly  on  business -cr i t ica l  measurements

that  were  per formed  by  a  non -accredi ted  lab .  Nonetheless ,  and

surpr is ingly ,  some  non -accredi ted  companies  of fer  today  inspect ion

serv ices  to  PV  and  storage  developers .

Wi thout  accredi ta t ion ,  however ,  there  i s  no  assurance  that  the  f i rm  wi l l

de l iver  the  business -cr i t ica l  inspect ion  in  fu l l  impar t ia l i ty .   Can  they  rea l ly

demonst rate  and  ensure  impar t ia l i ty  among  the i r  ent i re  staf f ,  in  al l

factor ies ,  workshops  and  product ion  l ines  where  they  are  inspect ing

products?  Can  they  demonst rate  that  they  never  enter  in to  a  commercia l

agreement  that  would  jeopard ize  the i r  in tegr i ty  or  create  a  conf l ic t  of

interests?  How  wi l l  the i r  staf f  (or  one  of  the i r  f ree lance  inspectors )  react

when  subject  to  an  at tempt  of  br ibery?

There  i s  today  only  one  way  to  demonstrate  both  competence  and

impart ia l i ty :  present ing  an  up - to -date  ISO17020  accredi tat ion

cert i f icate .
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Table  1:  summary  of  di f ferences  between  ISO17020  and  ISO9001
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