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Some highlights from the discussion
On centralization
Everyone agreed that the statistical system be centralized

On independence
“..there should be an explicit reference in the Law that the Bureau is an independent institution within its field of competence, that it is responsible for the total statistical product .. within the guidelines and budget set by the superior bodies.”  

: “To promote political impartiality the Director-General shall establish an advance schedule of release dates for all major series”.

On the statistical legislation

“If the ongoing process with the legislation continues in the same spirit .. I think that the Palestinian legislation on statistics will be of a very high standard in international comparison.”   

 “..while the General Statistics Law is very comprehensive, the draft law on business registers is very incomplete. It does not mention anything about who will keep the registers up to date or the procedures for that.”

On the advisory council
“In Switzerland, we are now discussing a distinction between the two roles of an advisory council.”

On border problems
“I would agree .. that boundary problems with other administrations will have to be watched carefully.”
On voluntary participation

“I would like to challenge a point by Mr. Samuelson when he said that data collection from households should always  be voluntary.”

On research capacity
“It may be advantageous..that the Bureau carries out socio-demographic and economic analysis on the basis of statistics produced.”

“The analysis of data for quality should come from within the Bureau but the economic analysis of what those data mean should come from outside.” 

On the masterplan

“Let me  join other speakers in congratulating our friends in PCBS in putting together this Masterplan. It is indeed an impressive piece of work; it is comprehensive; it touches on all the key aspects that face a statistical agency.”
Dr. Hasan Abu-Libdeh

Director  General

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics

Let me start on a personal note. On this journey we had, I think two  persons have played a major role in my statistics PCBS life, simply because they believed in what we’re doing. For the first one we have a nickname. We call him the holy spirit. That is Mr. Johansson. We call him holy spirit for several reasons. He has been inspiring since the day we met him in New York last year.  I think he showed considerable understanding of this major undertaking. He agreed to work with us in the development of the Masterplan. He has special a place in our hearts at PCBS.  I would like to thank him for all the encouragement and for putting up with us. So thank you very much Mr. Johansson. 

The second person also has a nickname. We call him at PCBS - Sheikh Farid - Mr. Siegfried Holtkemper. I met him on November 10, 1993. I think we were four in the office at that time. I don’t know if we managed to give him tea or coffee to drink, but from that day on he became our greatest friend. He was very instrumental and he is still very instrumental on the issue of persuading his government to give us that much money. Thank you very much, Mr. Holtkemper. 

For today, I will be as brief as I can and I hope I do not mess up as a beginner. I will be presenting the theoretical and legal framework for Palestinian official statistics.

Outline
I will first try to remind you of the basic issues in the Masterplan. I will then present and highlight the legal framework that we are operating through. Thirdly, I present some policy guidelines and then share with you some other issues concerning PCBS development. I shall end by raising some points for discussion.

Functions and organization of official statistics
A primary function of official statistics is to  inform decision makers so that they can take decisions that are not catastrophic by the end of the day.

Again it is to inform the ordinary citizenry so that they will be able to play their roles as citizens in their society and to contribute to the public debate and the democratization of the community in one way or another.

Official statistics should also cater for the needs of the private sector in general terms. For Palestine, this is a crucial function, simply because the Palestinian economy has no chance, no hope without the private sector, and I hope that we will be able to fulfill  this function very soon. 

In the Masterplan we had, of course, to discuss the issue of whether to go centralized or decentralized. We listed the arguments and I’m sure you are the experts here. Each of these options has its own advantages. In our case after discussions in New York with Professor Johansson and others, we thought that we should opt for a centralized statistical system for Palestine.

A centralized system of official statistics will be better able to work in an independent way so that it earns popular trust.

Centralization will increase the possibilities to coordinate the system and the various organs of the statistical system. 

We believe that through a centralized system we will be best able to protect the confidentiality of the respondents to our questionnaires.

In a small country like ours we need to assemble the national statistical resources to constitute the critical mass of expertise needed for all phases of statistics production. We believe that a centralized system will be definitely more cost-effective.

Of course, for any central bureau of statistics there are risks involved with centralization. There is, for example, the risk of playing our role in an ivory tower. This is the big risk of playing in splendid isolation, not respecting  user needs and user priorities. 

To go around this, we designed a program called  ‘the user- producer dialogue”. For every sector we try to hold a continuous dialogue with suggested and expected users. We have been having, at least once a week, a 3-hour workshop with various ministries, researchers and research institutions to discuss various issues. Therefore, we try to get this user-producer dialogue as a guarantee against working in isolation and working with the wrong priorities. 

Basic elements of the system
The system we have been seeking is a system that is sustainable in the longer run, that is, a system that we can afford.  Keeping this in mind, the system we are trying to build has three elements: It is based on administrative records, on censuses and on surveys. We will aim at a very strong emphasis on administrative records.

A statistical system in our opinion ideally has three central registers as its  basis: A central population register that is continuously updated with vital events; a central register of establishments and enterprises for economic statistics, the so called “business register,” also continuously updated; and a central register of land and land use for geographic information systems (GIS). 

Take the GIS. Of course, we are not suggesting here that we are going to build a Palestinian GIS or a Palestinian population register. But we are promoting an integrated effort, a national Palestinian effort to create a Central register for land use 

and to create the Palestinian Population Register. The three registers represent in our opinion the ideal basis for a sustainable statistical system.

Now, in putting together this system we are guided by the following principles: First of all, we believe that any survey should build on experience from previous ones.  Of course, in our case we don’t have that much experience. So what we did was to draw very heavily on the experience of surveys in other parts of the world. I can tell you that we have studied surveys that have been conducted in Namibia, Laos, various parts of Africa and the Arab world, Europe and you name it. 

And again, any survey should be able to play the role of a pilot for the next one. This is what we are doing now. In each of our surveys we try our best to link it or put it together in such a way that it can be used as the basis for the next survey.

And of course, there should be consistency in the concepts, definitions, classifications applied in various surveys and also with international standards. We have been very keen to apply the international principles and standards in all of our surveys. Not only that, we have been embarking on promoting standardization in various activities. We just published last week our own version of ISIC. We call it the Palestinian  ISIC.  

All our surveys should eventually be integrated in a harmonized system where coordination takes place in such a way that maximum comparability is ensured, the precondition for assessing trends. 

Very important is to be able to present detailed documentation of various surveys so that they can be used over and over again.

Basically, this is what we believe our statistical system should be built around. Of course, we will be very eager to hear your views concerning whether we are on the right track in this or not, and whether this is the most sustainable and cost-effective approach of putting  together a statistical system. 

The legal framework
A national statistical system obviously cannot be put together without having a legal framework that allows it to function properly. To function properly, we believe we need first of all, a General Statistics Law but also a Census Law and then also laws for the three central registers and maybe for other registers. A Privacy Law and a Public Information Law may also come about as part of the legislative environment for PCBS.

For the Statistical Law, we have managed to work with local experts and consulted with some international experts. We have sent our drafts to some of you and gotten your thoughts concerning a Palestinian Statistics Law.  We managed to put it together and to present it to our National Authority for adoption.

Our Statistics Law is based on the following principles: The Law should ensure the independence of the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics.  It must give PCBS the 



mandate for data collection.  It should guarantee confidentiality. The Law must also define some suggested sanctions for non compliance.  We worked all through 1994 to develop the Law.  Our draft has been presented to the PNA and it will be adopted with very minor changes of a technical nature only.

The Census Law is supposed to be a classical one.  We are not really going to invent anything new.  The Law should fixate the census date, authorize the census operations, delimit the issues to be studied, delimit the population to be enumerated and so on. That law is in the making, and we hope to be able to receive technical assistance to draft such a law because we don’t have the experience in this area.

The Registers Laws are supposed to be mandating the three registers we spoke of when we addressed the issue of statistical system building.  These laws should  address the contents of these registers, as well as the procedures for updating these registers. We are currently working with our Swedish friends on developing a Population Register Law.  We drafted a Business Register Law which was adopted by the PNA. The Land and Land Use Law has not been worked out yet, and I hope that we will be able do work with other concerned agencies and ministries on this issue.

For the remaining laws, the Privacy Law we hope that it will be able to address the issues of protecting the right to privacy with relavant exceptions for research and other official statistics.

For the Public Information Law, again we expect that it will be able to define and address the citizens’ rights to public information and to define the role of official statistics as far as the citizen’s rights to public information is concerned.

Some policy guidelines
Now, as to some key guidelines for what we do; first of all, it will be unwise on our side to think that we should be inventing anything. Official statistics has been there for a long time and is there in almost all countries in the world. We are building from scratch, but we are drawing very heavily on  international experiences so that we can come up with a system that is accepted in the international statistical community. We are borrowing from others but, of course, we are adapting it all  to our situation.

Building from scratch, we have an unequalled opportunity to build an internationally accepted system by applying the best national practices and the latest technology. We will be addressing this issue of technology later in this conference.  And certainly, a central guideline is to take the cost issues very, very seriously for very obvious reasons.

We are fully aware of the fact, that maybe for the next 2-3 years we will be enjoying donor support in a generous way. Later we have to dig into our own backyard and share with our National Authority some of its own resources. Therefore, cost considerations and sustainability are very, very important issues that we have kept in mind.

Some additional issues
There are several additional issues that I would like to share with you. First of all, in our international relations, we are keen on trying to attend  ESCWA statistical meetings. We would like to be able to attend as observers some meetings of the Conference of European Statisticians and we would like to be able to get membership in the International Statistical Institute and International Association of Official Statisticians.

These are important things to us, and we believe we will be able to be party to the international statistical community through being members of these three particular circles.

Twinning Relationships

On the other hand, knowing that we are very young in experience, and having a lot to learn, we are looking towards a very special type of relationship with specific statistical offices around the world in arrangements that could be characterized as twinning  arrangement.

These twinning arrangements with other statistical offices aim at creating the co-operation atmosphere through various modalities. For example, we could have relationships that will guarantee that exchange of publications take place, that exchange of statistician visits can take place and, maybe at some stage when we are mature enough, also join methodological development research with others.

What I have in mind (to be frank) is a model, which has been applied in several parts of the world, the Swedish model of cooperation,  where twinning takes place at many levels between Statistics Sweden and the junior institution to work together in developing a statistical system in various areas.  We are keen on having an organization to organization relationship with as many organizations as we can.

Relations to donors

As far as the donor related issues are concerned, I would like to state some principles. First of all, donors have to respect the Palestinian priorities. We welcome criticism and advice, but it is crucial that we dictate our own priorities. And it is crucial that donors respect these priorities. This is the only way for sustainable development.

We believe that we have to ask for donor understanding, that all projects must be fully financed for the time being, simply because the Palestinian budget cannot allow for statistics at this time. Our colleagues from the World Bank and the IMF could be better placed to tell you of the difficulties for the Palestinian budget. We hope to have an understanding ear from donor countries, so that we can finance the crucial projects lying ahead of us. We will, of course, make data available not only for  local use, but also fulfill the international requirements in terms of availability of data.

So knowing that our priorities will be respected, we will respect the donor’s requirements in terms of coordination and accountability. The very famous words here are: transparency, accountability, practicality and efficiency. Those were the key requirements of the donor community as articulated in a Consultative Group meeting in October 1993.

Statistical training institute

We are indeed facing a very serious problem in  building up a statistical capacity in PCBS and in the national administration.  Going back to the masterplan and the Statistics Law, we have been pushing towards the creation of a statistical unit within each of the ministries. We believe that if we manage to enhance the statistical research capabilities in the country, we will be the primary beneficiaries. 

This is also why we have been mandated by the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) to set up a statistical training institute for Palestine. It must be able to address training needs of the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics but also the needs of the various ministries in terms of capacity, and maybe also the needs of research institutions, researchers etc.

Now the question that is facing us, and I hope that we will be able to benefit from your experience, is whether to go immediately towards creating an institution or to go into phases of having a program, may be developed and tested for a couple of years or so, and then become a fully fledged institution.

I think experience in neighboring countries has shown that such a training capacity is going to be of crucial importance to our case. Some of my Palestinian colleagues present here who are well known researchers in the country could speak for hours on the problems that we are facing in terms of and as a consequence of lack of statistical capacity in the country and specially in research.

Marketing official statistics

Now eventually, we have to be able to market official statistics, simply because one of the major risks that we are trying to avoid is to be working in an ivory tower as I said earlier. Therefore, we have been very keen on the issue of visibility in the media. We have been very keen on being in close contact with the public. Besides holding the regular sector specific workshops, for every research undertaking we prepare summary documents and we send it all over ministries and research institutions to familiarize them with what we do.

As I said in the opening of the conference, we are faced with the challenge of raising public awareness of statistics and the importance of statistics in the community,  in the PNA first, but then in the community.  Therefore, we are hoping that we will be able to set the stage from within the PCBS for more awareness. We are right now investigating the modalities of getting statistics into schools. Maybe we might eventually have a yearly “statistics day” in the schools, like in Japan. We are going to have an open house in PCBS, especially marketing our statistics library.

Some points for discussion
Finally to raise some points for discussion. I started this presentation by saying that we are not trying to invent anything.  We are going by the books. But the basic question is: Are these principles still valid? Are they valid in the Palestinian situation?

The legal framework I have presented, is it the right one? And what should we do  further so that the legal framework becomes friendly and supportive of what we do.

And, please, warn us about the risks and dangers lying ahead and advice us as to how we can best avoid them! Thank you very much!

Invited discussants
Mr. Svein Longva

Director-General, Statistics Norway
I am very impressed by the work done here in Jerusalem. To start from scratch  has a lot of advantages but you will have to make decisions under uncertainty because you will not know what the surroundings will look like in the future. I am therefore especially pleased with the decisions you have made for the general structure because I think it is a robust one.

The conceptual framework is based on three pillars: a centralized statistical structure, a general statistical law and an independent statistical office. It will be impossible to comment on all the issues in Dr. Abu-Libdeh’s introductory speech so I will limit myself to some remarks about the general approach taken. 

On independence
First of all about the question of independence. The importance of having an independent Central Bureau of Statistics is stressed several times in the Masterplan and I think rightly so. However, I was a bit surprised that the General Statistical Law is so vague about this issue. I think it should be much clearer in stating the status of the Bureau and the rights of the Director-General. Being a Director-General myself  I certainly know that it is very important to be in the position of  having the possibility of making reference to a law when defending my independence.   

I therefore think that there should be an explicit reference in the Law that the Bureau is an independent institution within its field of competence, that it is responsible for the total statistical product, of course, within the guidelines and budget set by the superior bodies.  

The Bureau should have the right to determine the statistical methods, which form the basis for the preparation of official statistics. And finally, the Bureau should have the right to determine how and when statistics is to be published.  All these issues should be included in the statistical law much more clearly than in the present version.

On centralization
Then I will talk a little bit about centralization because I think it is a key issue.  I fully support the idea of establishing a centralized statistical system. The main argu​ments are clearly stated in the Masterplan itself, so I will not go into any details there. However, the borderlines should be much more clearly drawn than  in the present Masterplan. I am, of course, aware that these other institutions are not yet established or fully functioning. Still I think that something should be done about it already now. And you have then the advantage of doing it before the others are started so that you can really get your views through. 

It is especially important in relation to institutions that are going to be responsible for some of the administrative data systems and registers that you will want to use. Examples of some of the agencies that will be involved with the Bureau are:  the tax authorities, the social security authorities, the newly established central bank, the ministries.  I think the discussion in the Masterplan will have to be developed on this matter to reach a practicable division of labor. Now it is just in theory, saying that the system will be centralized. Some clear formulations about the division of labor in these respects are needed.

On the statistical law
Turning to the General Statistical Law, there are some hints there on what you think should be the responsibilities of the central statistical office. In article 4 there is a list of statistics to be covered by you.  However, I think that there is a danger in having such a list as part of the Law itself.  Important items may be left out when the list is viewed in a longer perspective. And the list is much too long as a list of short term obligations. 

My advice would be not to include such a list in the Statistics Law itself but to replace it with an explicit request for a yearly workplan, a long term plan and a development strategy. That should be part of the obligations of the management of the Bureau itself.

On using administrative data
Then a few words about the use of administrative data. The use of administrative data is regarded as the fundamental basis of statistical system building in the Master​plan and I am in complete agreement with that view. It cannot be stressed too often, actually. 

In addition to what is said in the Masterplan I would like to stress the following: First, it is not enough to promote the establishment of the central registers of persons, enterprises and land as the basic infrastructure for statistics. The Bureau should also play an active role in promoting the use of these registers because if these registers are not used they will not be maintained and then there will difficulties in using them as the basis for statistical calculations.  

And these registers should be viewed as cornerstones of administrative data systems elsewhere and the usual statistical standards should also be promoted wherever possible.  

It should therefore be stated in the law that the Bureau should have the right to be informed about the establishment of major administrative systems and also be given the possibility to influence how they are designed in order to safeguard considerations for official statistics. 

And secondly it should also be clearly stated in the Statistical Law that the Bureau should have the right to use administrative data and administrative systems as such directly for the production of official statistics and not only to have the right to request data for official statistics. This is simply because that will limit the complete access to administrative data  and administrative systems as such.

On research capability
I will end with a favorite theme of my own since I have been invited to be a discussant here. That theme concerns research and analysis as a function of the Bureau. 

As stated in the Masterplan, the system of official statistics will be “a fundamental instrument for the Palestinian National Authority, for diagnosing problems, guiding action and evaluating programs.” The Masterplan therefore also rightly states the importance of establishing the needed capacity to derive value added by deeper analysis of the data. Without such analysis the information made available will be underutilized. 

It is also stated that an important function will be to cooperate with universities and other research organizations that contribute to the public debate and enlightenment with qualified analysis based on scientific methods. 

However, based on these considerations the Masterplan goes on to formulate the basic principles for a division of labor between the Bureau and sector ministries and agencies. And the division of labor stated is that “sufficient analytical competence and capacity to assess and improve the quality of data for various users and to produce reports that effectively disseminate the data should be within the Bureau.”

However, the Masterplan goes on to state that “the capacity for analysis of substantive issues should primarily be built among the users in ministries and agencies” and also, I assume, in the universities. This is also introduced in article 8 of the general Statistical Law. In my view these clear statements of a division of labor is a bit premature at this time and I do feel that it should be further discussed to what degree such activities also should be included as part of the duties of the Bureau itself. 

Having access to and knowledge of microdata collected and of the quality and content of the statistics produced, the Bureau will have professional advantages compared with other institutions performing statistical analysis. Furthermore, an extension of the Bureau’s responsibilities also to include such analysis of data will, in the present situation, be the most effective way to satisfy the needs of the policy-makers and the public at large.

It may be advantageous both for the Bureau itself and for the Palestinian National Authority that the Bureau carries out socio-demographic and economic analysis on the basis of statistics produced. It may also be given the task of developing analytic tools for monitoring social, economic and environmental developments and possibly also for national planning. The importance attached to national accounting points in this direction and developing analytical tools is just an extension of the work done on national accounting. I will therefore suggest that a special study should be conducted before the division of labor between the ministries, the central bank and the Bureau is finally decided.

Mr. Per Samuelson

Chief Legal Advisor

Statistics Sweden  

First I will say that I am very grateful and very honored to be invited to this conference and to participate in this discussion. 

I am a legal expert at Statistics Sweden and I have been working a lot with the law on official statistics that became Swedish law in 1992. I also participated in a task force within the European Union to make a draft of a statistics law for the community.  There is also a working group within the Council of Europe which is dealing with a draft recommendation on privacy measures when processing data for statistical purposes.

And from these experiences I would like to focus on five principal items that are the fundamental elements in a legal framework for statistics. My comments will be a little repetition of what was said in the presentation by Dr. Abu Libdeh of the legal framework for the official statistics of Palestine.

1. Statement of purpose
The first principal item is the statement of purpose: To provide a general frame, it is necessary to state the purpose of statistics.  The legal instrument should express the different aims of the production of statistics. This can be expressed in general terms in the preamble of the law: Statistics is needed to monitor developments in demographic, economic, social and environmental areas in society.

The statement of purpose should also include the users of statistics. The citizens are very important users of statistics in a democratic society, so are the decision-makers. Statistics are vital for formulation of public policies and to monitor the developments.

It is crucial that official statistics are produced  and presented in an objective and neutral way and by an independent agency. These requirements should be clearly expressed in a legislation on statistics.

2. Organization of  the statistcal system
The second principal item is concerned with organization. There is, of course, a need in a legal instrument for statistics to establish some rules concerning the organization of statistical production. The role and the responsibility of the National Central Bureau of Statistics should be described. Apart from national needs, it is also important to mention the responsibility of the Central Bureau of Statistics for international contacts and exchange in the field of statistics.

Even the organization and the division of responsibilities within the Central Bureau of Statistics should be encompassed by the legal instrument. This could also include security measures and rules of confidentiality for the employees.

3. Coverage of statistics
And the third principal item is the coverage of statistics. A rather detailed description of what statistics should cover is needed. This description shall also comprise international needs. In practice, this enumeration could take its starting-point from the general description of purpose mentioned earlier and make a break-down to a more instrumental level. Another solution to this could be a reference to a yearly work-plan as suggested by Mr. Longva in his speech.

4. Confidentiality of primary data
The fourth principal item would be confidentiality of primary data. One of the most important functions of a legal instrument for statistics is to grant confidentiality to the data subjects, the physical and legal persons behind the statistical figures.

There are two aspects to this matter. One is to see to it that a registered person will not be harmed during the statistical process, i. e. while the data are connected to the individual persons. The other is to have safeguards to eliminate the risk that the identity of individual persons is disclosed in a statistical presentation.

Regarding the first aspect, a fundamental requirement is a wide range of arrangements of a technical and physical nature surrounding the data processing. But from a legal point of view it is even more important to be able to guarantee the subjects that data collected for statistical purposes will never be used for other purposes.

5. Data collection procedures
The fifth principal item, finally, is data collection procedures. Data for statistical purposes are collected from three sources. They are collected from persons and households, from enterprises and from administrative authorities.

From individual persons and households, data should be collected on a voluntary basis. This means that the respondents should be given information about the purpose of a statistical survey and other circumstances of importance for him or her to be able to decide on participation.

A decision from the respondent’s side not to participate should be respected without entailing any consequences for him or her. One exception from this general rule of voluntary participation concerns population censuses, when carried out according to the recommendations by the United Nations every tenth year.

When data are collected from enterprises, there are strong reasons to make the participation obligatory. The circumstances under which the participation of an enterprise in a survey is mandatory should be clearly stated in the legal act and also what will happen if the enterprise does not perform its duties under the Statistical Law. The most effective way to persuade unwilling enterprises to submit their data is to impose a fine of some discouraging amount if data are not submitted in spite of reminders.

The last case is data from administrative authorities. This case is comprised of  two elements. One is the need to create a legal base to ensure the continuous submission of administrative data to the statistical bureau. The other is to satisfy ethical and legal norms for the use of data regarding individual persons without their expressed consent.

For both these elements the solution is to create a legal base. A legal instrument which contains a description of each source from which data must be transmitted to the statistical bureau will ensure the transmission as well as meet the requirements concerning privacy when using administrative data for statistical purposes.

Concluding remarks
To conclude: As far as I am able to judge from the different drafts of the Palestinian statistical legislation the principal items I have mentioned seem to be covered to a large extent. If the ongoing process with the legislation continues in the same spirit, bearing in mind the principles I have mentioned, I think that the Palestinian legislation on statistics will be of a very high standard in international comparison.   

Mr. Thomas P. Linehan

Former ýDirector-General

Statistics Ireland 

It is a rather miracle that I am in the presence of the holy spirit having come to Jerusalem for the first time, this place of pilgrimage.  And in this august presence I hesitate to make another analogy but I think it is necessary. 

In complimenting the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics for the work they have done so far, to express appreciation of their unique position of starting from nothing one is reminded of the readings of the old testament. He said let there be light and there was light. 

In this case they are trying to create light. There has been a lot of light before, contradictory light and they have to pick from that contradictory lights what they consider to be their their appropriate light for their future. We certainly hope to provide them with the proper guiding star.

I was very glad to be part of the first meeting in New York last year. I must compliment the Bureau on the progress it has made since that time. Last year they showed us their objectives and their enthusiasm for their work. In presenting this Masterplan they have shown that they have dedicated themselves to it and done quite an amount of research. I think they would be the best people to present a paper at an international meeting on the faults of statistics offices in many countries. 

I have been retired from the Irish office for some four years. With me here I have an interesting document. It is a corporate plan produced by my successor. In my retirement in looking at this plan I have the time to see all the things I was not expert on even though I was 25 years in office. 

On boundary problems

So I can give one piece of advice. There is no way one can anticipate all problems at the start.  One has to learn as one goes. And there will be unexpected problems arising. I would agree with what has just been said that boundary problems with other administrations will have to be watched carefully. Boundary problems exist periodi​cally. But boundary problems exist within the application of statistics too. And it will be very important in releasing statistics to look at them carefully as if one was rearing a family and to watch their progress and their faltering steps and to give them the support publicly.

Maintaining public trust
From this program produced by my successor I will just read you one part. They had identified seven goals. This one related to the importance of maintaining the public image of statistics. The main problem was to ensure that particular series do not become controversial. In becoming controversial they may lose their credibility. That could be one of the disadvantages of a centralized system. 

I am very much in favor of a centralized system having operated one in a small country for a long time but if all statistics emanate from one source and if one series become contaminated you may have the virus factor that may spread to other series. If the series come from different sectoral origins then one may lose credibility but it may not affect the others. This is not a fundamental reason for changing from a centralized system but it is something to be watched, I think.

Links to decision-takers
I think a problem facing a centralized system also is to develop and maintain adequate links to the administrative decision-takers. You have to ensure that at the table where discussions take place on the allocation of limited resources to many demands, all of which are put forward as being essential and indispensable, that one has somebody there who supports the importance of statistics. The opening session this morning showed that you have existing strong links with the relevant ministry. I think it is important that you continue to have such a link. 

In the initial stages when you are hoping for substantial donor participation this may not be relevant. But in the long run you have to make sure that there is one at the table defending the interests of statistics. You are in a very fortunate way there because you are obviously in the spearhead in the administrative agencies that are emerging  and I would advice you to keep the benefit of that forward position always. 

On independence

I did make a note after the meeting in New York which I sent to your colleagues and I am very glad to see that the points I have stressed have all been covered in the program.

I would emphasize again one point I did in relation to the independence of the office. It is essential that the independence of the Director General is accepted in the technical aspects, and in the content and indeed in the timing of the publication of statistical output. And we certainly have adopted a policy that can be recommended.  When you have a stable situation with regular series coming out, do announce in advance on a regular basis the publication dates of series so that you cannot be accused of holding back or anticipating publica​tion to forward political aims. 

On knowing and not knowing
I would like to quote something that I often used in international meetings to indicate the appreciation of the people at the center of organizations. There is an old saying:



He who knows not and knows not



that he knows not, is a fool; avoid him!



He who knows not and knows  that



that he knows not is a child; teach him!



He who knows but knows not



that he knows is asleep; wake him!



He who knows and knows 



that he knows is a wise man; follow him!

I think that the Palestinians have a wise man; Follow him!

Floor interventions
Prof. Hans Zeuthen

Former Director General 

Statistics Denmark
On defending independence

We have heard a lot about the legal setting of a statistical office. I think the legal setting is important but you also have to be aware of what is outside the legal things. One of the most vital things in the long run for a statistical office is that it is trusted and that it has authority. Maybe for the time being you do not have many competitors in giving information but in a short while you will have a big bureaucracy in the Ministry of Labor, for instance. And this Ministry is doing  heavy efforts to reduce unemployment and maybe they are not succeeding as well as they hope to. And then you are going to have very heavy discussions about how unemployment is developing. 

You cannot do that in an ivory tower. You have to listen to all their arguments. It is necessary to still have the authority to say, well this is the way we want to produce the figures. And you need to have your arguments so well done that the Ministry is not willing to start a fight with you.

I think in a while you will experience that this is the most heavy competition you have to face in playing your role. The bureaucracies in strong ministries will have their own ideas about how things develop. Then you have to build up authority and trustworthiness so that the public will only trust you.

I was happy to inherit an office in Denmark with a good public reputation. I had once to argue even with the Prime Minister’s office. The discussion ended when I said, “Well if you want to publish your own unemployment figures, they will not be trusted.”  The permanent undersecretary had to agree. 

This is what you are going to have to fight for: to be so much believed that nobody else in the government machinery will want to compete with your figures.

Mr. Heinrich Lützel

Director of the National Accounts Division

Statistics Germany 

A first remark to the Masterplan and the structure of this plan: I must say I am impressed by this plan and this is not only a good plan for Palestine; It could be a good plan for many other countries as well. Even Germany can learn from this plan.

On independence

My main point is on a comment by Mr. Longva on the principle of independence of official statistics. What is independence?

Independence does not mean that the statistical office is financially independent.  It does not say that the statistical office is independent to decide which statistics should be taken. But it is very important that the statistical office is independent on how statistics are prepared and on how statistics are presented to the public.

I made a proposal for the third article of the Statistical Law. The main point is that statistics should be prepared according to the principles of neutrality, objectivity and scientific independence. 

Why is this so important?  I think statistics have the objective to give information but they should also serve as a mirror for the success of the policy of the government. It can happen that the mirror shows not good figures. And it can happen that ministers try to influence the way statistics are prepared. And then it is important that these principles are laid down in a law, so that official statisticians can say: No! The way statistics are prepared is for me to decide. It should be said very clearly in the statistical law.

Mr. Mahinder Gill

Assistant Director, Statistics Department

International Monetary Fund

On centralization
A couple of remarks on what has been said. First of all on the organizational structure. I too am a passionate advocate of a centralized organization, having had the benefit many years ago in my home country of operating in an organization which was very much centralized.. 

You may be aware that the Economist’s ranking list of statistical offices has Statistics Canada and the Australian Bureau of Statistics as number one and two in terms of efficiency of organization, in terms of delivery of products and a whole host of other considerations.. Both are very centralized structures. In the context of Palestine, given its very scarce manpower resources, professional statistical com​petence, there is much to be commended for a centralized organization.

On independence
It is important to recognize the need for independence in the law itself, as many other speakers before have said. Independence here is to be used in the sense that Lützel mentioned, that is to deliver impartial, objective and timely statistics.

Another issue related to promoting impartiality and objectivity is to have a pre-announced schedule of the publication dates for a variety of statistical series. We have just had in the context of the Fund a discussion in the executive board. One issue that many executive directors gave strong support to was to have a pre-announced publication date in order to forestall any adverse market reactions that may occur when statistics are not published within a certain time frame. There may be undue influences. This is important to recognize.

On boundary problems
Many speakers have also referred to the boundary problems with other agencies and  ministries. This is where the provisions of articles 8 and 9 of the General Statistical Law may create the potential for duplication of effort. I say this with concern in the context of Palestine. In the Fund we often get multiple requests from different agencies for technical assistance, in some cases in the same area. The details of areas of responsibility should be worked out.

Certain areas of macro-economic statistics, like monetary statistics will be typically the functions of the Monetary Authority or a Central Bank. Very often the statistics are  produced as a byproduct of banking supervision.  None the less it is important for the PCBS to be involved, to work closely in developing concepts and standards so that all of the statistics can be readily used in the wider context of the national accounts. Likewise, I can mention the areas of government finance. It would be useful to work out co-operative arrangements with the Ministry of Finance so that one can avoid duplication and better harness the scarce resources. The PCBS may also consider the need for outposting statisticians, say working in the Ministry of Labor or of Agriculture, thereby ensuring that there is co-ordination of effort and that concepts, standards and classifications are used in the whole system.

On relations with donors
A remark that Hasan Abu-Libdeh made on the need for donors to respect the priorities of PCBS and Palestinian authorities was certainly well taken. Of course at the same time it is recognized that the various organizations have their respective spheres of competence and of necessity the technical assistance will be directed to their respective areas of comparative advantage. 

For the Fund, for instance, we do work in our technical assistance activities closely with the authorities, but at the same time we also work closely with our user depart​ments within the Fund to identify the major problems. You may need to develop jointly your priorities. While the point itself is not disputed, I think this is more of an area of co-operation and really fine-tuning what ought to be the priorities in the respective areas.

On training
I should also mention something about our training. We will, of course, be responsive to the needs for training of Palestinian statisticians. We do run courses in the fields of balance of payments, monetary statistics, government finance, and this year for the first time also national accounts. We stand ready to provide any assistance in the form of training which would then help Palestinians to develop trainers on their own part.

On the advisory council
Finally, I should make another point specifically with regard to the General Statistics Law referring to the composition of the Advisory council. Here it would be useful to consider the inclusion also of the business community. They would be interested not only as suppliers of data but also as users in need of timely and relevant statistics. Also, to instill confidence it would be useful to have them as members of the Advisory Council.

The advisory function of the Council should also include the assignment of priorities. I think this is important also from a budgetary standpoint. You really need to have the user community on the council to lend support on the issue of financing.

Mr. Ramesh Chander

Statistical Advisor 

World Bank
Let me join other speakers in congratulating our friends in PCBS in putting together this Masterplan. It is indeed an impressive piece of work; it is comprehensive; it touches on all the key aspects that face a statistical agency. I shall not go into specifics that are embodied in the Masterplan. There is one particular issue on which I wholeheartedly agree, and that is the form of organization. Centralization indeed does make complete sense in the environment, in the circumstances that you face here.

On priorities

Having said that, the blueprint is, I believe, the first step. The next step is to carefully articulate and develop a business plan that addresses many of the issues which we have been trying to skirt around; the issue of priorities, the issue of resources, both in terms of their availability and their utilization.

Mr. Abu-Libdeh made reference to the matter of the development of skills. That is clearly one of the areas that must receive high priority if you are trying to develop an institutional structure. 

On good statistics and quick fixes

The dilemma the PCBS will face in the near term is the choice between having comprehensive or perfect statistics meeting all of the highest  professional standards versus the demands that are going to emerge from policy makers and users for quick fixes. This dilemma will have to be faced. It cannot be avoided. This dilemma will have to be met in a systematic manner where there is a planned effort to begin with the more simple and go on to the more complex. 

I agree completely with the point Hans Zeuthen made about competition. Because if PCBS does not generate the data that users will demand, then there will be competition. Agencies and individuals will develop independent estimates, weak, poor, in some cases nothing but guestimates. This will in the longer term affect the capacity and the credibility of PCBS. The issue of competition will need to be faced fairly early. 

On balancing institution building and current output

My final remark concerns the issue of funding, particularly donor funding. The donor community has been very  responsive, and rightly so in supporting the efforts that are being made here. A note of caution is simply this.  While funding is available today, there need to be a delicate balance between how much of those funds that is channeled into institutional building and how much is channeled into the generation of current output. This is a decision that will have to be made fairly early. I am sure we will have an opportunity to get into this issue because I think this is a key issue that we face. 

Mr. William Seltzer

Former Director-General

United Nations Statistics Division
I like to concentrate my comments on the General Statistics Law. I only got a chance to see it during the break. It is a good law. However, there can be ways in which it could be strengthened. We might want to give some attention to it. 

On independence

First of all, this question of independence seems to create some kinds of confusion. We are not that independent that we want to be in an ivory tower.  What we really mean by independence is political impartiality, credibility, integrity, professional and scientific integrity. And indeed in Article 3.2. the words “truthful and impartial” are used, which I think is the right idea. 

Now the question is, how can that be strengthened in the law? And there I would agree with some of the original discussants. I think there are opportunities for strengthening. I like to point out two or three of them. 

First the point that several speakers have noted already. Pre-announce the release dates. Indeed one could incorporate this in Article 5-4 which now says “No statistics can be published as Palestine official statistics without the prior approval of the Director-General.” You can then go on to say something like: “To promote political impartiality the Director-General shall establish an advance schedule of release dates for all major series”. The existence of that schedule is an important instrument. You just want to add, whatever you can, to the cost of political manipulation, to those who try to manipulate the data.

The second point which I have come to realize in a recent period of looking into this question is that of having a fixed term for the Director-General’s time in office.  This period can be renewed. Then it is less like a Minister.  If something goes wrong, it is difficult to say good bye.  It is a more secure position. In my own country the United States, the Bureau of the Census Director is a political appointment. The appointment lasts until the next President comes in. In the Bureau of Labor Statistics it is a fixed term in number of years and it is deliberately set off from the presidential election years. That helps to contribute to political impartiality.

One additional brief thing on the law, I do not see much mention in the law of sample surveys. Censuses are mentioned but not sample surveys. 

On registers
I am worried by your Article 17 which seems to say that the Bureau will co-operate with other ministries with respect to the registers. I understand where you co-operate on sample frames for statistics and other statistical matters  but the law also says for “the equitable and cost-effective functioning of all Palestinian public and private administration.” And there I just wonder: are you then using certain data that you have got under the cloak of confidentiality?  Even if you are not actually doing that you may be given an appearance of doing just that. That would just be a cautionary concern that I would have.

Dr. Anna Lennblad

Director-General of Research Division

Central Bank of Seychelles
Contrary to most other speakers here I am working in a central bank, in a very small country, where we have an inexperienced staff in both the Central Bureau of Statistics and in the Central Bank. That puts me in a slightly different position from other people here in that I see some very practical problems from a user perspective, specifically that of a Central Bank.

On time limits in a user perspective

One problem I want to discuss is that of time limits. It was raised by some speakers earlier but I see it from this different perspective.  For me as a user of the Central Bureau of Statistics data, it is very important to get the data at a certain time. Time limits are important for the independence of official statistics of a country but they are also important for the users. 

If official statistics are not timely, something similar might happen in Palestine as what is currently happening in Seychelles. The Central Bureau of Statistics is sending out a questionnaire to a number of enterprises to compile the national accounts. Now, they are still working on the national accounts for 1993. I am obliged by a time limit in Seychelles law to publish an annual report for 1994. And in that annual report I need to have a section on what is happening in the economy during 1994. So I am also sending out a questionnaire to the same enterprises as the Central Bureau of Statistics. I have not seen their questionnaires because they are confidential but I presume that we are sending out more or less the same questionnaires.

The morale or the point in what I am saying is that it is very important to have time limits. But having time limits is not enough. You Palestinians are not more or less perfect like the Swedes, the Norwegians, the Dutch or the Australians and the Canadians. You will make mistakes like we do. You might not be able to publish on time. You might want to think already now of how you can co-operate with those other agencies, that also need to publish on a timely basis so that you avoid duplication of questionnaires because it will make you look bad and it will make your Central Bank look bad as well.

Mr. Jean-Louis Bodin

Director, International Reletions and Co-operation Department

INSEE, France 

I have four remarks about the topic of this morning. My first remark concerns the independence of statisticians. I like to avoid what has already been said by previous speakers. I have two points. 

On independence
The first point is that I fully support what has been said by Mr. Lützel. Independence does not mean that statisticians can decide by themselves what they can do or what they must do. In most of the countries there are in fact laws, decrees, regulations which say what is the statistical program, what must be the activities of the statistical offices.  But independence means that statisticians must decide by themselves how they compile the statistics. The independence concerning the methodological and technical aspects must be very large. 

Some years ago members of parliament in France decided that tobacco and alcohol must be excluded from the Consumer Price Index by law. Of course, we fought that decision. It was not possible for parliament to do that even for good reasons. We succeeded in having this law removed after lobbying and thanks to support in mass media. Thanks to that incident, it is now recognized that the contents of the consumer price index is up to the statisticians to decide, not to the politicians.

My second point concerning independence is that it is important to have relations between users and producers, relations that have the best quality. It is also important to have an active advisory council. Very few speakers mentioned the role of the advisory council to ensure an independent status.  In Article 6 of your draft law, some important users are missing in your list of advisory council members, for instance: representatives of trade unions; or the associations of employers or representatives of firms. It is also important that the council is appointed by the Prime Minister but it should be stated that such appointments be made after being proposed by representative organizations.

On voluntary participation
My second remark concerns article 12. It seems to me that there is some contradiction between Article 12-1 and Article 11-1. I am aware that in a large minority of countries there is some possibility for individuals even a right to refuse participation in a census or a survey. I think this is dangerous in a country where statistics is just starting. 

My intention is not to say that, if a person is refusing, you must call the police or start a legal process to obtain the answers. But I think it would be best to say nothing on this matter. You may know that in some countries, mainly the Nordic, participation is voluntary, but in many other countries, including France, it is compulsory to participate in censuses and surveys. We apply this provision with a lot of caution, of course.

But on the contrary I fully agree that for the use of administrative data there must be informed consent of the people who are in the files.

There are no models!
My third remark concerns the exchange of visiting statisticians quoted by Dr. Abu Libdeh in his opening speech. I think it is important that you have a large range and a very large knowledge of what is done by very different countries.  Statistics is organized in very different ways in the different countries. I fully disagree with Dr. Abu Libdeh when he used the word “model” in his speech this morning. 

There are no models. You have lots of examples, of course, but no models. The organization of statistics in one country is the result of a long process, of history, of the culture, of the people. So there is no model. You have to find your own model. And that is not the model of Norway, of France or of the USA. It will be your model.

My fourth and final remark is a short one. Mr. Abu Libdeh, you mentioned in your speech the need to become members of ISI and IAOS. You may know that I was very involved in ISI and was a president of IAOS some years ago. If I can be of some help to introduce Palestinian statisticians to those organizations, of course, I shall be very happy to do so.

Mr. Labeeb Abdunnur

Chief of Statistics Division

ESCWA

On ESCWA meetings

This morning Mr. Abu-Libdeh in one of his transparencies mentioned that he would like to be invited to the annual meetings of ESCWA statisticians. Allow me a small correction: ESCWA meetings are biannual, not annual.  ESCWA membership includes Palestine and PCBS will be invited to participate in meetings, workshops and seminars that we may arrange.   

Having made this explanation I like to come to the problem of boundaries and duplication. We have a special boundary problem which no one touched upon this morning which is causing us some problems with respect to the request by Abu Libdeh.

On the Damascus bureau

Before this PCBS was created, we had a Palestinian Bureau of Statistics in Damascus. It still exists. When we send invitations we have to invite them because nobody told us that this is not the Bureau of  Palestine. We have been informed that there is now a new Bureau also but not negating the other one. Nor does the statistics law refer to it or make a connection. 

ESCWA is asked to help them set up national accounts tabulations. This morning the minister mentioned that nobody but PCBS is authorized to publish Palestinian statistics. But the Bureau in Damascus is publishing too and it asks for our help and we cannot refuse our help. Also our regional advisors have been asked to come to the Central Bank here in Gaza, also to set up some national accounts estimates. 

There is a very clear problem of boundary and of duplication. And so far there is no indication of how this is going to be resolved. I simply wanted to point this out because this may cause us some embarrassment at some time.

Mr. Willem de Vries

Deputy Director-General

Statistics Netherlands
On decentralization
I have four points to make: First of all, to pick up on an issue mentioned by Mr. Gill about centralization. I think there are two very different types of decentralization of statistical systems. The first type is what I call subject matter decentralization made by ministries. I think that is not good. 

The second type is regional decentralization, having regional offices all over the country. Now Palestine is, of course,  quite small. Nevertheless, I think that there could be advantages in having regional offices. It could  enhance the visibility of statistics. It would perhaps also be good for data collection. 

As far as the Economist’s ranking list of statistical offices is concerned, the first two, Canada and Australia, are examples of countries with regionally decentralized systems. Mr. Gill did not mention number 3 on the list, which happens to be the Netherlands. We have centralization in both  respects. But if we started all over again, we may have had regional offices. So whatever the choice would be made in Palestine I am looking forward to the moment when the PCBS appears on the ranking list of the Economist.  

Second point, also with regards to centralization.  I think there is contradiction between Article 8-2 and Article 9 of your statistics law. Article 8-2 says that government departments shall not conduct statistical surveys without prior coordination with the PCBS. Article 9 says that the PCBS is the only authority that can request data from households and enterprises. There may be a slight contradiction there. 

On voluntary participation
As point 3, I would like to challenge a point by Mr. Samuelson when he said that data collection from households should always  be voluntary. Of course, I know that it is so in many countries. It is so in Holland. But it is not so, for instance, in Australia or in France. So may be this is one of the old principles that should be reconsidered.

The business register law
My fourth point is that while the General Statistics Law is very comprehensive, the draft law on business registers is very incomplete. It does not mention anything about who will keep the registers up to date or the procedures for that.  Some work must be done in that respect.

Mr. Raoul Suarez de Miguel

Head,International Affairs Department

Statistics Switzerland
First of all, I fully share the views of Mr. Bodin about the need to avoid  linking the development of your national statistical system to any foreign model. Coming originally from Mexico and now working in Switzerland, I would never try to export to Mexico a Swiss model, even if it seemed to be perfect. National statistical systems are extremely linked to the cultural and social contexts in which they developed. Take what you feel is useful from the different statistical systems and apply it to your situation only in a very pragmatic way.  

On independence
I have heard very interesting interventions about the independence of statistical offices. I would suggest to our Palestinian colleagues that they fully integrate the Declaration of Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics in their Masterplan and General Statistical Law. This declaration was first adopted by the Conference of European Statisticians and  in 1993 by the United Nations Statistical Commission and now by a large number of countries. The Declaration should be integrated as part of the image of all statistical offices as the basic framework for the development of official statistics. This seems to me very important.   

On advisory councils
As stressed by Dr. Abu Libdeh, the objective of independence is to ensure public trust. Statistics should be fully credible for all parts of society, also for that part of society that is in disagreement with the government. In this sense I have some concern with the application of  Article 6 of the law concerning the advisory council. If this council is appointed by the Prime Minister, it is essential that some parts of society is not excluded from representation. The Council must be representative of the largest possible part of society and the economic structure.

In Switzerland, we are now discussing a distinction between the two roles of an advisory council. We should have a good representative council which we call the Statistical Commission. But we feel that it would be appropriate also to have, like in Italy, a kind of scientific independent council that guarantees the scientific independence, the comprehensiveness and quality of statistics as well as the compliance of official statistics activities with fundamental deontological rules. We feel that we should have two different councils. 

I also have to express some concern with Article 9. I feel that this article should not be applied in order to restrict the private statistical activities. In a democratic society, diversity and plurality of statistical sources are essential. This is important not only for there to be competition, but also, because the freedom to compile statistics is a very fundamental right.

I would like to finish by saying that there is no problem in attending the meetings of the European Statisticians. The PCBS should just send a letter to Geneva to explain that they would like to attend the next plenary session. And they will get the full documentation. A number of countries outside Europe are attending those sessions, like New Zealand, Australia, Mexico etc. We would all like to meet our Palestinian colleagues in Geneva.

Mr. Karl Schoer

Statistical Advisor to the Chancellor’s Office
Germany
On voluntary participation

I would like to comment just on one point raised by Mr. Samuelson on participation in household surveys. I support what Mr. de Vries said and follow a more pragmatic approach. In Germany we have a mixed system. In the Household Expenditure Survey we have a voluntary approach because close cooperation is required and I think it is the only realistic way.

But we also have the micro-census, that is an extended Labor Force Survey. There we have in principle a compulsory approach. Some few questions are also voluntary. In Germany we have a massive campaign against the population census in the light of the discussion on data protection. In this process there was a judgment made by the German Constitutional Court. 

One point made by the court was that statisticians should take the mildest way of collecting their information. One requirement was also that whenever possible, choose the voluntary approach. A special board was set up to go into this question, especially for the micro-census. And only recently in the last round, results were released and it was found that the results on the voluntary questions were heavily biased. In the light of these results, we in Germany decided to keep the compulsory approach in the microcensus.

I would suggest that you follow a pragmatic approach. Some questions, like those on health, are so sensitive that you can follow only the voluntary approach. But other questions, if you want to have proper and reliable results, it is better to follow the compulsory approach. If I look at our experiences regarding those compulsory questions, refusal rates are very low, almost negligible. I think that shows that it is possible to get proper results also if you follow this compulsory approach.

Mr. Dieter Katterman

Senior Planning Officer, GTZ
I would like to talk about two possible extensions of the instititional set up for PCBS that have been suggested in the discussion. One is on the question of whether or not to establish an own training institute. The other is whether or not or in which way to have own research capacity. I am doing this not as a statistician but as one who only collaborates with statisticians being from the German Agency for Technical Cooperation. That is also why I only ask questions, rather than give suggestions.  

On training institute

Is there any consideration of the capacity in the present situation  to start building up two other, let’s call them, ambitions. The training institute will certainly bind a number of resources, among them trained statisticians. My questions is whether at the present stage the PCBS should not rather take advantage of the many propositions and opportunities to have help either come in or to have Palestinian statisticians sent abroad for training.

On research capacity

The second question is on the same line concerning the research capacities. I would like to ask in this field also whether you have some ideas on how to build it up in the present situation. I see its importance, of course, but I am not sure whether it is the PCBS that should take the responsibility for government research too.

Another question or concern I would like to raise is what you mention about donor contribution. I would like to have the opportunity some time during this conference to effectively discuss the possibilities of integrating projects into programs. I find this to be a very important issue and I think there is rarely an occasion better than this conference to have that discussion.

Mr. Farhad Mehran

Director, Bureau of Statistics

International Labor Organization
On credibility of statistics

I would like to speak about the credibility of statistics. This issue was raised a number of times in the previous discussion. I want to take it one step further. I don’t want to go into the legal and theoretical aspects but discuss the behavior of the statisticians with respect to the credibility of statistics and how to safeguard this behavior in a Masterplan or a Statistical law, especially in a country like Palestine. 

My guess is that, like many other things, in the beginning the statistical products will not have high quality. It is hard for me to believe there will be statistical results that are really credible right from the beginning. So the question is: What should be the behavior of the statistical authority when he knows that in the beginning the statistical products will not have the quality he wishes them to have? I think this is something one has to think about, because I don’t believe that there can be high quality statistics in the first few years, even the first five years.

Yet people will expect credible statistics. The only problem is that with statistics it is hard to see whether they have good quality by just looking at the number. With a chair or a table you can easily see whether they are of good quality by looking or touching. Not so with statistics.

So the statistician could well be in a position of defending his number while the public and the mass media do not believe them. My feeling is that we should have some kind of rules. I have two in mind that could even be embedded in the law or the theoretical framework.

Defend integrity of methods but be modest about results
The first one is that the statistical authority should defend the integrity of statistical methodology and operations. But he should be modest in his declaration of the results. He should be his own critic and be transparent in the description of the methodology and the evaluation of the results. My experience has shown that by being critical of your own numbers yourself, you get credibility. You show to the public that you know more about the data than the others. If you try to say that your numbers are just perfect, you end up in a defensive position. So, be cautious of the results of  your statistical operations.

One possibility would be to put into your law a provision for publication of  your methodology and evaluation of the results to force the statistical authority to be transparent.

Keep methods constant to measure trends
The second point is that the statistician in this situation should concentrate on aggregates and trends. For that he should keep his methodology and operations unchanged over a pre-announced period. I think the issue of pre-announced  release dates is a minor point. To me what is important is to declare that my methodology  has been agreed with the Scientific Council, I will not change it for a certain period of time and this should be known. Even if there are some minor errors, you cumulate them and make the change after, say, five years.  At least you give some credibility to your measure of change.

This would be my second point regarding the credibility of statistics and this could also be embedded whether in the Masterplan or in the General Statistical Law to force the statistical office or make it possible for the statistical office to resist change for a period.

Mr. Hussein Sayed

Regional Statistical Advisor
UNFPA
I think we all enjoyed reading the Masterplan which is actually presenting a conceptual framework for the activities of the PCBS for the coming years. However, I think everyone would know that the operationalization of this conceptual framework included in the Masterplan will be highly affected by how the activities are actually run and also by the views of the people who are carrying out the process. In that sense I would like to comment on some of the principles that were mentioned earlier.

On decentralization

There was a lot of discussion on centralization and decentralization. I think irrespective of the fact that we all agree that we should have a central office, the process itself should be decentralized. 

I mean that data collection should be carried out at the lowest level allowing them to benefit from the data and their utilization. I totally agree with what as said earlier by Mr. de Vries about the decentralization to the regional level. This is very important  because we should create a sense of ownership. A sense of ownership is very important to be created at the lowest level  so that they know that they are not creating statistics only for the benefit of  the central people. They are producing statistics for their own benefit and for the central people at the same time.

On research capacity

My second point is on prime responsibilities. We all agree that the prime responsibility for creating data should be with PCBS. But there are other steps; producing data is not the end of the story. It is the beginning. We talked about promotion, utilization, dissemination, analysis. We have to define the prime responsibilities at each stage. For production of data, for dissemination of data, there is a clear responsibility for the PCBS. But when we reach the stage of analysis, then the arena should be enlarged to include all other partners that  can participate in the analysis. 

Here, I would like to stress the importance of this larger arena with regard to what Mr. Mehran said about credibility. If the analysis of statistics is concentrated within the statistical office this will actually put the office on the defensive line all the time. It should be enlarged with all people and institutions, like the universities, that can contribute to analysis. This will increase the credibility of the statistics, ensure the transparency of the institution and that everyone will be utilizing this statistics. 

On statistical legislation

The third point I would like to mention is concerned with laws. Whether creating fool-proof laws is practical or not is important in this context. I think in drafting and formulating these laws we should be concentrating on concepts and principles but leave the details to special decrees because you have to establish flexibility for the statistical office to work accordingly. This does not preclude that we, for instance, have fixed dates for releasing publications. This should not be in the law but in the detailed annual workplan produced by the statistical office. If the laws are too tight, this will create problems for the PCBS. The basic principles should be in the law, not all the details.

Finally, I think it is very important also to operationalize the Masterplan itself by working on a detailed workplan identifying the priorities. The Masterplan is comprehensive as to areas of action, all of which might be important at a certain time. The priorities should be identified according to available resources. The workplan will then be reflecting the priorities.

Mr. Odel Larson

Officer In Charge, Statistics Division

Food and Agricultural Organization
I agree with everything Mr. Mehran said about credibility, except for one item. In my view, credibility comes with the users knowing what to expect and when to expect it. And that actually comes from a planned program of censuses and surveys and a published schedule of releases. 

The analysis of data for quality should come from within the Bureau but the economic analysis of what those data mean should come from outside. 

On registers

One previous speaker had some concerns over article 17. On page 19 of your Masterplan you go into a lot of detail about building these central registers both for establishments and for land use. There is a statement that really concerns me. And as I read the document I even made a comment at the top of the page. It says “not only for tax purposes or internal order and security which make them controversial”. You recognize what we all know, that they are controversial.  My statement at the top says that the statistical system must be free of any tax or regulatory action.

I think all those people looking in need to know who is doing what, who is helping whom? Recognizing that we are all using these registers for different purposes, but the statistical system should not be seen as furthering the cause of taxes or any regulatory action. 

Just one last comment. We make a statement here that the twin problems facing the Bureau is achieving sufficient support from the data user and developing some user competence. My concern is that when we get into the document and start to talk about the system of subject matter statistics, the data users get lost. I would suspect that we need to get back to the users even in developing the questionnaires. If there is no user for a question, the question should not be there.   

Concluding remarks and rejoinders

Mr. Svein Longva

Director-General

Statistics Norway
On boundary problems

Just a very short remark on the boundaries with other agencies. I think that it is very important to establish those boundaries as soon as possible. I will stress especially, the need to establish good co-operation with the monetary authorities or the Central Bank. They will start out doing very much the same work in macro-economic statistics as the Bureau. I think it will be a real failure not to have a clear division of labor from the very beginning.

Mr. Per Samuelsson

Chief Legal Advisor

Statistics Sweden
On voluntary participation

I would comment on the question of voluntary or obligatory surveys that were addressed by several speakers. I will not take a very strong position on my side but I will emphasize that there is a borderline between basic data and “soft” data that could be dealt with in the legislative process. The most important issue for a statistical office is to show the importance of statistics and the statistical office and in that process increase the willingness of people to participate. Participation in a survey should be a democratic right and not an obligation. 

As I mentioned earlier, I think participation in a population census should be obligatory to get basic data, but for the rest, I think participation should be voluntary. One reason is that you should not have an obligatory system when you don’t have an effective way to follow it up with prosecution or fines.  It is more important to promote statistics in a positive way.

Also, if you have a sample survey it is the statistical system that points out who must participate and it is not quite fair that you trouble some but not others with participation.

Mr. Thomas P. Linehan

Former Director-General

Statistics Iireland
There have been some marginal differences in the comments that have been made. I think they arise from the fact that we bring together two things, that is,  the picture we have of the long term requirements for an established statistical system and the problems that arise in creating such a system.

For example, the question of fixed release dates is irrelevant until such time that one has set up a series of such things and that is part of the long term one.

On the Advisory Council

As regards the Advisory Council, I think it is much more important than would appear from the references in the act.  It is essential that it has full composition of user groups but I think it should also provide for rotating membership in the sense that there should be established periods of membership so that one can have variety in it. I would  also like the Council to have a stated advisory role on priorities.

On responsibility for elections

The third point for inclusion was the responsibility for elections. I have no such experience with elections.  On a practical point, elections can come on very short notice.  I wonder if the arrival of an elections could disrupt every other activity of the Bureau by diverting resources needed.  So I would sound a warning on that.

Dr. Hasan Abu-Libdeh

Director-General

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
This discussion has been very, very rich and I hope we will be able to utilize  it to the maximum of its potential and we will go very carefully over the suggestions made here. Just two comments, if  you allow me.

On the Advisory Council

First of all I think I will share with most of the discussants the issue of the Advisory Council. I would seek to take the recommendations of this session and inject them into the way the Council will be put together and the way  it will function/

On the Damascus Bureau

Second, just quickly on the issue of boundary again. I don’t see any real problems with having a statistical office in Damascus and in fact also in Amman. We are here working on the statistical well-being of the people in Gaza and the West Bank. It is well-known that the Palestinian people are not only in West Bank and Gaza Strip. A division of labor has to be in place for what we do and what the statistical office of Damascus office will do and can do. I think that has been very clearly presented in a decree that was issued on the 14th of February in 1994 allowing for division of responsibilities between this office and the one in Damascus.
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