
Standards 

Optical standards technical committee on the move 
With the passing of the 3rd Plenary 
Meeting of ISO/TC172 in Las Vegas in 
April, it is appropriate to recap the 
work of this very active optical stan
dards Technical Committee (TC). 

Twelve countries participate actively 
in the TC, while 17 other have observer 
status and three scientific bodies, in
cluding ICO, have liaisons. In the last 
year, 383 experts from 15 countries 
participated in formulating optical 
standards as part of 7 active subcom
mittees (SCs) within TC172. Some 91% 
of the experts were from five countries; 
France, Germany, Japan, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. 

In the 12 years of the committee's 
existence, the number of standards 
items being worked on has more than 
quadrupled to 140. There are now 24 
Working Groups (WGs), each holding 
one international meeting a year, on 
average. The very rapid pace of the 

work in the newest SC—Electrooptical 
systems and lasers—somewhat distorts 
this number because the WGs in SC9 
have been averaging two meetings a 
year. 

One might ask if all this effort is worth 
the time and money. According to a 
report prepared for the plenary meet
ing by the DIN Secretariat, a typical 
meeting is attended by 10 experts. If 
international travel expenses and sala
ries are computed for the nominally 
four-day meetings, this means an ex
pense of about $1 million per year; a 
like amount can probably be added for 
the domestic coordination in support 
of the international effort. 

On the other hand, it now costs an 
average of $1.5 million per country to 
go through the procedures necessary 
for the importation of contact lenses. 
With an international standard in place, 
certification in one of the participating 

countries will be sufficient testing to 
secure admission to all the signatories. 
It is easy to see why the work in SC7 and 
SC8—Medical optical instruments and 
Ophthalmics, respectively—is so ac
tive. It is economically advantageous 
to all the nations manufacturing and 
trading in contact lenses to come to 
agreement on standard procedures for 
the preparation, marking, and handling 
of these items. It is similarly obvious 
that the costs of standards preparation 
is small compared with the long term 
benefits of free exchange of goods and 
services. 

The Secretariat report goes on to say 
that TC172 is one of the most active 
TCs in ISO, having published 12 Inter
national Standards since its inaugura
tion. An additional 38 Draft International 
Standards are nearly ready for publi
cation in such diverse fields as envi
ronmental tests for optics, a reference 
system for doing polarized light mi
croscopy, a standard for focimeters, 
and specifications for finished single 
vision corrective lenses. 

In the newest subcommittee, there 
are already committee drafts on mini
mum requirements for documentation 
for laser systems, a definition of me
chanical interfaces for lasers, a stan
dard method for measuring the laser 
damage threshold of optical compo
nents, and a standard specifying opti
cal quality requirements for lenses and 
windows used in laser systems. When 
these drafts are finally voted on as In
ternational Standards, they Wi l l deter
mine the technical quality for optical 
goods exchanged in international trade. 

Anyone interested in obtaining a copy 
of the Report of the Secretariat, Docu
ment ISO/TC172 N92, should write or 
FAX the U.S. TAG Administrator for ISO/ 
TC172, Eduard Scherrer, NAPM, 550 
Mamaroneck Avenue, Harrison, N.Y. 
10528 (FAX 914 698-7609). 

—Robert E. Parks 
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