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l. | NTRODUCTI ON

1. The Interagency Council on Statistical Policy's (1 CSP) One-Stop Shopping for
Federal Statistical Data web site known as FedStats (http://ww.fedstats.gov/) opened
in May 1997. FedStats has nore than nmet its initial goal of providing the public with
easy Internet access, via an initial point of entry, to the wide array of avail able
Federal statistics. This early success is but a first step in achieving a broader
vision for a National Statistical Information Infrastructure (NSII) within the United
St at es.

2. Unli ke nost other countries in which there is one entity that collects,

anal yzes, and di ssem nates statistical information, the United States has devel oped a

decentralized statistical system For exanple, different agencies collect and

di ssem nate statistical information on health, unenploynment, denographics, and crime.
Wth the rise of the Internet, however, an opportunity was presented in which a nore
uniformface of the United States statistical systemcould be presented to the public.
FedStats was created to provide users with a comon gateway that could quickly access

the statistical information they were seeking.

3. To extend the useful ness of FedStats, new capabilities regarding integrated data
di ssenmi nation have recently been inplemented. Wth the advent of a new site feature
called "MapStats," users can now nmore easily find statistical information related to
the geographic units of states or counties found in the United States. To facilitate

! Prepared by Marshall DeBerry, Bureau of Justice Statistics; Valerie J. Gegg and

Rachael LaPorte Tayl or, Bureau of the Census.
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the creation of this tool, Open Source software, such as MySQ. and Perl, was used.
The use of such robust and easily available tools greatly facilitated the rapid
devel opnent of the requisite databases and scripts needed to provide users with the
appropriate statistical information for a particul ar geographic area.

4, Meanwhi | e, FedStats serves as an incubator for detecting and/or denonstrating
the chall enges that Iie ahead for those involved in achieving the NSII vision for the
21st Century.

. FEDSTATS TODAY

5. The FedStats portal or gateway web site provides a centralized set of links to
the web sites individual agencies have for disseninating Federal statistics. FedStats
enabl es users to find the information they need wi thout having to know and understand
i n advance how the decentralized Federal statistical systemis organized or which
agency or agencies may produce the data they are seeking. FedStats serves as a
gateway to nore than 70 Federal agencies. For nore information see: Federa
Statistical Prograns of the United States Governnent, Fiscal Year 2000:

htt p: // www. whi t ehouse. gov/ OVB/ i nf or eg/ 00st at pr og. pdf

6. FedStats continues to be well received and used by both the nedia and the
public. In the first year, FedStats | ogged over 800,000 user sessions, and over
1,300,000 in the second year. In July 1999, Yahoo Internet Life naned FedStats as one

of the fifty nost incredibly useful sites for the second year in a row. The fourteen
| CSP agenci es annual |y provide resources for site design, devel opnent, nmintenance,
and management.

7. The ICSP’s | nteragency One-Stop Shopping FedStats Task Force is responsible for
desi gni ng, devel opi ng, enhancing and managi ng the web site. The task force routinely
makes i ncrenmental inprovements to the site by enhancing existing FedStats features.
These i mprovenents are based on user suggestions, user |ogs analysis, and results of
on-going usability testing. The majority of the task force's work activities are
undertaken by work groups, and the entire task force neets nonthly to give progress
bri efings, share chall enges, make suggestions, analyze usage statistics, etc. The
task force uses a password-protected portion of the site to collaborate with each
other as well as manage its work, post prototypes, neeting notes, usage statistics
reports and user feedback.

8. In the process of designing and devel opi ng FedStats, the task force has
encountered vari ous approaches for dissem nating Federal statistics at individua
agency web sites. Part of the benefit of the FedStats initiative is that agencies
I earn fromeach other, |everage conmon sol utions and can col |l aboratively seek

sol utions for chall enges each cannot necessarily solve on their own.

9. This year's work groups are primarily focused on either devel oping new features or
maki ng significant enhancenments to existing features. The work groups are Usability
Testing, Qutreach and Pronotion, Data Tools, MapStats, Kid s Page, and Policy. Froma
site managenment and mai ntenance perspective, the FedStats Webmaster continually seeks
and/ or devel ops nmethods for updating the site, while technically enhancing existing
features when new net hods and practices becone avail abl e.

10. | CSP agenci es annual |y provide resources to cover the costs of the site's

har dware, software, and Webmaster activities. The agencies also provide staff tinme
for FedStats neetings, prototype design, devel opment, and to conduct outreach and
pronmotion activities.

1. CURRENT FEATURES

11. Whil e FedStats continues to evolve, the site offers a set of core features shown
bel ow that the task force updates and/or enhances as appropriate:

Site Map -- A handy snapshot of FedStats features.
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Search -- FedStats searches all the |linked agencies (or those you specify) and
then links to the docunents or files it finds.

Ato Z -- Over 300 topics or subjects ranging fromacute conditions (colds and
i nfluenza) through weekly earnings.

Fast Facts -- Selected data tables fromvarious Federal agency statistica
conpendi a.

Programs -- Summaries of the mmjor statistical prograns and topics of the Federa

Government, including agriculture, education, energy, environment, health, incone,
| abor, national accounts, natural resources, safety, and transportation by program
and agency.

Agencies -- A list of Federal agencies involved directly or indirectly in
statistical activities.

MapSt at s/ Regi onal Statistics -- Statistics for geographi c breakdowns often down to
state, county and | ocal |evels.

Contacts -- Subject matter experts for |listed agencies.
Press Rel eases -- For listed agencies.
Policy -- Federal statistical policy developnents including budget docunents,

wor ki ng papers, Federal Register notices, etc.

Additional Links -- International statistical agencies and other additiona
statistical resources.

Feedback -- User conmments and suggesti ons.

12. One of the nost frequently asked questions of users is "where can | find

i nformati on about nmy state, county, conmunity?" The Regional Statistics Feature
currently resident on FedStats is a gateway approach to finding information by
geographi c area on an agency-by-agency basis. However, users want to know about al
the information available for a specified location, not just fromone agency. That
requires substantial exploration through individual agency web sites. To accommpdate
better those users seeking geographically based statistics, a new feature has been
added, called "MapStats." Users can select a "state" or "county" fromeither drop-down
lists or GF images to facilitate "drilling down" to the particul ar geographic
conponent. Once at the appropriate geographic |evel, users can then select the
statistical information of interest, ranging from denographic data pertaining to
popul ation, crine, and imrgration, to econonic and environnental information. On
sel ected tables, users also have the option to download the information into a format
that is suitable for later analysis in either statistical software or a spreadsheet
package. Future enhancenents will (1) enconpass additional |ayers of geography in
which information can be nade avail able, as well as the exploration of new
technol ogi es such as XM. to facilitate the querying of heterogeneous statistica

dat abases, and (2) integrate data sets for thematic displays.

V. TECHNOLOG CAL FEATURES

13. The FedStats web site uses Open Source solutions in retrieving and di ssem nating
information to site visitors. [1] Basically, open source software is software for which
the original source code is freely available along with the executabl e program
Software can only be called “open source” if its license allows users to redistribute
the program and source code at no charge. Proprietary software, on the other hand, is
distributed under a very different license; it cannot be nodified, copied, or

redi stributed without the owners’ perm ssion

14. Loosel y organi zed comunities of programers coll aborating over the Internet
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devel op open source software. Advantages of using software developed in this manner

i nclude reduced cost, increased reliability, security, and support. Because of the

wi despread peer review, errors are found nore quickly and elim nated. Code from other
open source projects is reused, avoiding duplication of effort. As people have access
to the source code, security holes are usually found and fixed quickly. The open
source comunity incorporates feedback and suggestions fromthe users of the software,
operating under the principal described by Eric Raynond, “rel ease early, release often
and listen to your custoners.”[2] Technical support is provided through mailing lists
and Usenet Newsgroups.

15. Some of the open source software in use by FedStats includes the Apache G oup
web server, MySQL rel ational database, Perl progranm ng | anguage, and Sendmail, an
emai|l program The Apache web server is used as the site server and has operated with
mnimal interruptions since its installation.[3] The retrieval of information for

sel ected data requests, such as agricultural and denmpgraphic information, uses the
MySQL dat abase for queries and storage of information.[4] The Perl |anguage is used to
parse requests for information to the MySQL dat abase, and format the information into
the appropriate HTML format.[5] Future plans include establishing a database server
usi ng Linux, an open source operating system|[6] The FedStats Task Force continues to
expl ore new uses of Open Source software to ensure that the site will continue to
operate in a reliable and efficient manner.

V. FUTURE DI RECTI ONS

16. The task force is devel oping several new features this year. One will allow
users to access in-depth information on geographic areas according to a criteria list,
such as tax burden, school districts, and characteristics of the |labor force. Users
woul d then be presented with the information for different geographic locations in a
manner that would allow the user to conpare the differing |locations. |In addition, the
task force continues to strive to ensure that the infornmation presented to the public
is done in a way that is easy to use and interpret. As such, the use of netadata wll
play an increasingly inmportant role in the information that is dissem nated to the
public, so as to provide users with both contextual and attribute information about
the particular statistical information they are accessing.

V. THE NATI ONAL STATI STI CAL | NFORMATI ON | NFRASTRUCTURE (NSI1) FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

17. The vision for the NSII is a national distributed statistical digital library
with tools for information finding, for information extraction and reuse, information
vi sual i zation, and for transform ng know edge into intelligence while maintaining the

privacy and confidentiality of respondents. To achieve this vision, NSII will require
conmon user interfaces, data access and searching tools usable by persons with
different levels of conputer and statistical |literacy that enabl es appropriate uses of

the data with analysis within and between dat abases.

18. The current decentralized, autonomous sources of statistical information have
few commonalties in terms of concepts and definitions; systemarchitectures, software,
and hardware; nmeasurenment nethods; interfaces; or dissenination and presentation
nodalities. Interoperability is a major hurdle in a variety of areas. Data

i ntegration issues abound. Significant challenges in high-end conputing and
conputation and | arge-scale networking exist for the NSI|I vision to becone a reality.

19. Conputer and information scientists will solve sone of these challenges, while
others will require a nore nmultidisciplinary, multi-sector approach. For exanple,

i nvol ving mat hematical statisticians with expertise in creating estimtes from conpl ex
sanpl e surveys, building small area estimation nodels, and estimating neasures of
error for the resulting estinmates that incorporate all sources of error, including
those due to sanpling and non-sanpling errors, should facilitate the devel opment of

mul tidi sciplinary approaches to solving problemsets that cut across mnultiple areas.
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20. If the nmetadata needed to interpret and use statistical information are to be
made avail able and integrated with the data, the processes and procedures for
collecting and conmpiling statistical information nust also be the focus of infornmation
technol ogi es research and devel opnent efforts.

21. The task force is confident that these issues can be addressed within the near
future, and that the chall enges presented in devel oping and providing the public with
a cohesive National Statistical Information Infrastructure will be fully realized.

VI1. FEDSTATS DATA | NTEGRATI ON RESEARCH COLLABORATI ONS W TH THE NATI ONAL SCI ENCE
FOUNDATI ON' S DI G TAL GOVERNMENT PROGRAM

22. Governnment is a major user of information technol ogies, a collector and

mai ntai ner of very large data sets, and a provider of critical and unique infornmation
services to individuals, states, businesses, and other custoners. The goal of the
U.S. National Science Foundation’s Digital Governnent Research Programis to fund
research at the intersection of the conputer and information sciences research
comunities and the needs of government information service communities. The

I nternet, which was created froma successful partnership between governnment agencies
and the informati on technol ogi es research community, is a major notivating factor and
context for this program

23. There is an i medi ate opportunity for the broad connection of information
services providers and research communities, in an arena drawi ng heavily on the
chal I engi ng and uni que requirenents of the governnent sector, to speed innovation and
devel opnent, deploynent, and application of nore advanced technol ogies into usable
systenms. By supporting md- to long-termresearch, fundanental linmtations
encountered in applying information technology to the governnment information services
donmai n can begin to be addressed. Research that considers real world operating
constraints can provide val uabl e new problens and insights for the academ c research
domai n, while denpnstrating pilot systens with new capabilities for governnent
agencies. Such research can contribute to a long-termtransition strategy for

m grating governnment information services fromlegacy systens, through interoperable
systens of the Internet, and toward advanced integrated, global systens.

24, Wthin this context, the objective of the Digital Government Programis to
support innovative projects that effectively and broadly address through research the
potential inprovenent of agency, interagency, and intergovernnental operations and/or
government/citizen interaction. Such research is expected to enable the generation
and use of a continuous stream of advanced infornmation technol ogies for early adoption
and integration into the government information systens commnity.

25. One outgrowth of a May 1997 Digital Governnment workshop (see:
http://ww.isi.edu/nsf/final.htnml) was that the I CSP authorized a FedStats interagency
Research and Devel opment (R & D) working group. As a first step, the working group

i dentified comon chall enges facing many statistical agencies that could potentially
be overcone by applying cutting-edge information technol ogies. The working group
sought academ c and industrial researchers drawing from known social and mat hemati ca
scientists who are quite famliar with challenges faced by the statistical community.
The wor ki ng group encouraged these researchers to explore potential alliances with
conputer and information scientists within their institutions so that in partnership
with Federal statistical agencies, they could devel op and submt research proposals to
several NSF research prograns. |n other cases, conputer scientists approached the
FedSt ats wor ki ng group about possible information technol ogy research col |l aborations.
Agency staff spend considerable time famliarizing the researchers with current
architectures, systens, and nethods for collecting, processing and dissem nating
statistical information. They also provided expl anati ons of the chall enges that serve
as barriers to achieving the NSII vision. Researchers spend considerable tine
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anal yzing the chall enges and identified possible topics that could potentially lead to
interesting scientific research. Together the collaborators devel op research
proposal s includi ng objectives, tine-lines, and any services-in-kind provided by
government and/or industrial partners.

26. During the first two years of partnership building, approximtely a dozen
FedSt at s-rel ated proposal s have been submitted to vari ous NSF research prograns

i ncluding the new Digital Government program (see:
http://ww.interact.nsf.gov/cise/descriptions.nsf/pd/dg?OpenDocunent). This is an
amazi ng nunmber of successful collaborations, given the culture gaps between the
partners and the amount of time all parties must contribute towards devel oping a
conpetitive proposal. Most of these proposals received an award, sone are stil

pendi ng, and even if they do not receive NSF funding, there still has been a
significant information exchange and appreciation for the expertise each brings to the
partnership. Another outgrowth of these partnerships is the potential that agencies
may fund portions of the research directly, in addition to or in |ieu of NSF awards.

27. Over the three-year digital government award period, academic institutions

col  aborating with FedStats agencies will receive approximately $4.5 mllion for the
proposed research. In addition to the NSF award nonies, several statistical agencies
are suppl ementing the awards to ensure nore of the proposed research can be conpleted
(additional details will be provided at the Sem nar).

28. The FedStats R&D working group coordi nates the Federal statistical agency
responsibilities and activities (along with the academ c researchers) as outlined in
each research proposal. The FedStats R&D working group also is fostering new and/or
nodi fi ed FedStats R&D partnerships that will continue to devel op research proposals
for submi ssion to the wide array of NSF and ot her Federal agency research prograns.
The FedStats R&D working group is actively participating in the Federal Informtion
Services and Applications Council (FISAC), an interagency body reporting to the
Executive O fice of the President's Ofice of Science and Technol ogy Policy (OSTP)
Technol ogy Committee's on Computing, Information and Communi cations R&D Subcomri tt ee.
For more information on FI SAC and ot her conponents, see:

http://ww. ccic.gov/orgchart. htm .
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