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INTRODUCTION

The following document has been prepared by Mr Ian Cleare as informative feedback from the first joint IECEx/Accreditation Body assessment and is issued to ExMC and ExTAG for information purposes. Attention is also drawn to document - ExMC/218/Inf Report on Joint IECEx/NATA (ILAC Member) Assessments conducted in Australia, November and December 2004
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Joint IECEx/Accreditation Body Assessments

Comments on Joint Assessments With NATA, Australia

1. Background

In November/December 2004, Wolf Dill and Ian Cleare performed two assessments for IECEx which were carried out jointly with NATA, the Australian test laboratory accreditation body. The joint assessments were carried out at the request of the bodies which were being assessed, SIMTARS and ITACS. 

For IECEx, the visits were carried out in order to conduct a re-assessment of both bodies for their acceptance as ExTLs and for SIMTARS as an ExCB. ITACS had applied to become an ExCB and this was their initial assessment for that role. The joint assessments with NATA were intended to provide the following benefits:

· Develop a method for conducting joint or co-ordinated assessments with national accreditation bodies when requested by ExCBs and ExTLs; 

· Provide confidence in accreditation and reduce resources required for IECEx re-assessments;

· Help in establishing mutual understanding between IECEx and accreditation bodies individually and through ILAC/IAF.

In addition it was anticipated that there could be benefits for the assessed bodies in reducing the number of occasions when they were subjected to assessments. There could also be advantages for the accreditation body in having available a greater range of expertise than would otherwise be the case.

2. The Assessments

a) SIMTARS
The SIMTARS assessment took place on 29 and 30 November 2004. The NATA assessment team was led by John Mitchell with Jim Munro as the technical expert. The NATA and IECEx assessors met the previous evening to decide how to conduct the assessment and it was agreed that to begin with they would work in pairs, the two lead assessors covering the organisational aspects and the two technical assessors looking at the practical aspects. This arrangement worked well, with many areas in common but each assessor being able to identify issues from his own experience which added to the effectiveness of the assessment. At times each pair split up so that each assessor could pursue a particular thread. Periodic meetings of all four assessors took place to compare findings and identify areas for further investigation. The opening and closing meetings with the SIMTARS management were run on a joint basis, with each lead assessor presenting their site report, supported by contributions from the technical assessors.

b) ITACS
The ITACS assessment took place on 2 and 3 December 2004. The NATA team was led by John Mitchell with Jim Birch as the technical expert. A briefing meeting was held over breakfast with the agreement to proceed along the same lines as with SIMTARS. The assessment took the same form as for SIMTARS with the exception that, with the smaller range of testing, Wolf Dill was able to complete his work on the first day, when an interim meeting was held to discuss his findings.

3. Comments on the Joint Assessment
From the point of view of the IECEx assessors, the joint assessments worked well. This was due in no small part to the excellent cooperative spirit with which the NATA assessors worked. Had there been animosity or suspicion between the two assessment teams, the experience could have been very different, not least for the clients.  Referring to the objectives set out in 1., the outcome could be judged as:

a) Develop a method for conducting joint or co-ordinated assessments with national accreditation bodies when requested by ExCBs and ExTLs; 

The method adopted for both assessments worked satisfactorily, but for joint assessments in other countries more time could be needed in the planning stage to ensure that the two teams had a full understanding of what each other was doing and how the paired and separate working would be carried out. A good degree of flexibility was needed in adjusting the assessment process in response to the emerging issues but this should be within the capabilities of experienced assessors. 

b) Provide confidence in accreditation and reduce resources required for IECEx re-assessments;

The experience of both NATA assessors gave a high level of confidence in their work. The fact that the technical assessors were from ExTLs (one currently and one in the immediate past) meant that the technical assessment had real depth and content. There was some slight discomfort that the use of assessors from directly competing bodies could lead to difficulties, either through leniency or severity, but that was perceived not to be the case with the two assessments involved. 

The NATA assessment covered ISO/IEC 17025 and not ISO/IEC Guide 65, so there were parts of the ExCB assessment which were the sole province of the IECEx assessors. However, many of the organisational requirements are similar so that approximately half of the ExCB assessment was covered on a joint basis with NATA. 

The question that needs to be answered is “Could the IECEx assessor time be reduced for future assessments?”. There are two cases to consider:

i.) As a joint assessment with an accreditation body: the answer is probably “Yes”, provided that the accreditation body’s technical assessor has worked with Ex standards. In that case a one day IECEx technical assessment could suffice. In the case of a joint assessment with a product certification accreditation body (=JAS-ANZ in the Australian context), there would be less need for the IECEx lead assessor looking at Guide 65 requirements so one day may be sufficient, while the full two days for the IECEx technical assessor would probably be needed.

ii.) If the future IECEx re-assessment is carried out at a different time from the accreditation body assessment, the answer is not so clear cut. If the experience from the joint assessment provides a high level of confidence in the accreditation body, then it is possible that a shorter assessment time could suffice. The IECEx re-assessment would need to concentrate on gaining evidence of the effectiveness of the accreditation body’s work e.g. departures from the standards which should have been picked up by the accreditation body. 

c) Help in establishing mutual understanding between IECEx and accreditation bodies individually and through ILAC/IAF.

For the IECEx scheme to operate in the most efficient way, the maximum weight needs to be given to national accreditation of ExTLs and ExCBs. Provided that the accreditation was fully effective and carried the necessary technical depth, it should only be necessary for a one person, one day visit for an ExCB or an ExTL to be carried out for the five-yearly re-assessments. For this situation to be achieved, the mutual agreements at the ILAC and IAF levels need to be shown to be effective in providing an adequate level of accreditation by all members. The experience from the IECEx assessments could provide useful feedback to the accreditation bodies on the extent to which this objective is being achieved. Joint assessments between IECEx and accreditation bodies should help in demonstrating that they share common objectives and that the greater the confidence in the accreditation bodies’ work the more efficiently will IECEx be able to work. It was felt that the two joint assessments carried out in Australia provided a good basis for building mutual understanding.
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