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Updated: Originally written in 2016, this information remains relevant 2025 and beyond, as
consolidation continues apace in ordinary location, hazardous locations and EMC, to name a few,
thus funneling more and more projects to already-overloaded certification agencies.

Fortunately, additional agencies are now entering the field to try and fill the gaps left by the
“supermajors”’ — a most welcome trend, given the state of customer service these days. However, in
an ironic twist, these “new’” agencies are often existing agencies that get into hazardous locations
certification via acquisition.

Abstract

The last several years have seen great changes in hazardous locations certifications. These changes have
affected not only the hazardous locations standards themselves, but the agencies who grant hazardous
locations certifications.

The History

In the recent past, agencies were (more or less) country-based. If you wanted United States certifications
you worked with a United States-based agency. For Canada, a Canadian agency, a European agency for
Europe, and so forth.

While simple, this system had many disadvantages. Approvals were fully independent from each other,
so approval from one agency was no help in obtaining future approvals. Agency interpretations varied,
so that a product that passed approval at one agency might not pass at the next. And it was necessary for
the manufacturer to manage and co-ordinate multiple approvals from multiple agencies.
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The Vision

The IEC scheme was designed, in part, to overcome all of this. Harmonization of the standards reduced
variation in the requirements, while at the same time allowing participating agencies to exchange test
results.

Unfortunately, only one-half of this grand scheme really happened. Agencies did adopt harmonized
standards — albeit with national variations — but the grand scheme of having a level playing field for data
and certifications has not fully materialized yet.

There are many reasons for this. One reason is that agencies have mostly moved from government-
owned monopolies to for-profit, competitive companies, who are reluctant to give up market share.
They recognize the difficulties of breaking in to overseas markets — brand recognition, marketing,
technical knowledge — and have tended to focus on their strong home markets instead.

The Reality

Despite this, these agencies recognize the need to expand. In the global market, an agency cannot be
recognized as a world leader without servicing the world.

To achieve this, agencies used to enter into strategic partnerships with each other. This provided mutual
benefit and allowed each agency to learn from each other. Thus, a North American NRTL would partner
with a European Notified Body so that both sides could provide both North American and ATEX
certifications. Each agency could legitimately claim to offer both sides.

[It must be noted that similar situations existed (and still exist) in many certification markets, not just
North America and the European Union. This article describes only Americas-EU consolidations. ]
This sufficed for several years, and everyone was more or less happy. But recently a new trend has
emerged — consolidation.

The Natural Progression

In a way, the strategic partnerships worked too well. Agencies recognized the value of having a reliable
partner. So much so, in fact, that they decided to buy, rather than rent. This led to agencies purchasing
other agencies, in order to bring alternative capabilities in-house.

By this point, most or all North American agencies have consolidated, either with their “traditional”
ATEX / IEC partners or with another lab. And it is certain that almost every agency is probably
investigating additional acquisitions to boost their “on-the-ground” presence in key markets.
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Some notable consolidations:

- Underwriters Laboratories (USA) purchased DEMKO (Denmark) in 1996 in order to acquire
Notified Body capabilities.

- CSA (Canada) purchased SIRA (UK) in 2009, expanding both their ATEX capabilities and their
presence in the UK market.

- The certifications division of KEMA (Netherlands) was sold to DEKRA Certification (Germany) in
2009.

- SGS Group (USA) purchased Baseefa Ltd. (UK) in late 2011.

- Eurofins acquired MET Labs in 2018.

The Consequences

This trend offers several advantages. Consolidated agencies can offer their customers more services.
OEM overhead is reduced by dealing with only one agency, rather than several, and the risk of different
interpretations is minimized.

There are also some negative effects to this trend. For example, it has often been the case that smaller
agencies are faster, more responsive, and less expensive than the larger agencies. As these “better”
agencies are amalgamated, OEMs will have fewer such options available to them, reducing “a la carte”
options.

The Relevance

By now, you’re saying: So what? Why should I care?

Well, these details matter. The relationship of NRTL to Notified Body can matter a great deal to the
success of your project.

For example, certain agencies may claim to offer the “full meal deal” for certifications, but have weak
relationships with their overseas partners — even if they are all now the same company. As a result, they
may not be able to offer you the management support and interpretations consistency offered by a more
tightly integrated agency. This leads to delays and discrepancies that affect your time to market.

Alternatively, you may find that agencies that have consolidated may not be as fast, responsive or
reasonable as smaller agencies. If speed is of the essence, a smaller, more nimble certifications agency
may be best (or cheapest).
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Brand recognition may also matter. Although marks and standards have been decoupled for years,
certain markets want (or demand) certain certification marks. Agencies that have acquired or partnered
with lesser-known marks may not be able to offer the market presence required for your product to be
successful.

Summary

Like it or not, consolidation is here to stay. Don’t leave yourself open to problems. Be aware of the pros
and pitfalls and avoid headaches down the road.
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About Spark Institute

Spark Institute is a full-service consultancy that specializes in intrinsically safe and hazardous
locations design services. Our experience covers North American, ATEX, and IEC requirements.
Design Consulting

Know what you want, but don’t know how? Put our years of experience to work for you. We can
design hazardous locations products to your specifications.

Design Evaluation

Have an existing product, design, or concept? Spark Institute can help evaluate your design to the
relevant standards to help ensure compliance. Take advantage of our experience to reduce your risks
before making costly mistakes.

Training Services

Good designers aren't born - they're trained. Our training courses will drastically shorten the learning

curve for both new and experienced designers. Courses can be tailored to your product lines on
request.

Contact us today at: www.sparkinstitute.ca
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