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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. In February 2008, the Bureau discussed the frequency of the face-to-face Bureau 
meetings. The Bureau asked the secretariat to analyse the workload of the Bureau meetings 
and to prepare a note for discussion at a future Bureau meeting. 
 
2. The issue of the frequency of the meetings is closely linked with the overall 
organization of the Bureau meetings. Therefore, the present note looks at the cycle of the 
meetings of the Bureau and the Conference during the last few years and makes some 
proposals. 
 
II. GENERAL TIME-FRAME OF THE MEETINGS OF THE CONFERENCE OF 
EUROPEAN STATISTICIANS AND ITS BUREAU  
 
3. The CES plenary session and the Bureau meetings form a continuous cycle 
throughout the year. The Bureau discusses the preparation of the CES plenary session and 
seminars, makes proposals for new work to be started and makes in-depth reviews of 
statistical areas which are presented to the CES.  The outcomes of the CES seminars in turn 
lead to new work being undertaken which is discussed (and the Terms of Reference for 
new groups approved) by the Bureau.  
 
4. The work of the Bureau can be grouped into the following main tasks: 
 
 (a) Coordination of international statistical work in the UNECE region. This is 
achieved, among other things, through the in-depth review of five statistical areas each 
year. The outcomes of the in-depth reviews from the Bureau meetings are reported to the 
CES plenary session; 
 
 (b) Discussion and endorsement of the Guidelines, Recommendations, Reports, 
etc. developed by the various Task Forces. According to the Procedure for adopting 
products and recommendations by the Conference of European Statisticians 
(ECE/CES/2006/37/Rev.1), the principles, classifications, standards, manuals, handbooks, 
recommendations, guidelines and frameworks developed under the framework of the CES 
“should be adopted/endorsed by the Conference on the recommendation of the Bureau. The 
Bureau will consider in advance each product that will be presented to the Conference for 
endorsement”; 
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 (c) Overseeing the work of the various Teams of Specialists (Steering Groups, 
Task Forces, etc.) working under the auspices of the Conference: discussion and approval 
of the Terms of Reference, reviewing the progress of work and providing guidance.  
 
According to the Rules and procedures governing the work of the CES, its Bureau and 
teams of specialists (ECE/CES/2007/8), the Teams report to the Bureau and, where 
relevant, to the Conference. At the end of the operational period, the Teams should submit 
a full report on their accomplishments. The Bureau evaluates the work done and decides 
whether the mandate should be extended to undertake supplementary activities. According 
to the UNECE Guidelines for the establishment and functioning of teams of specialists 
(ECE/EX/2006/L.3), the mandate of the groups is normally two years. 
 
There are currently 26 Teams of Specialists working under the CES (9 Steering Groups, 13 
Task Forces and 4 Organising Committees; the list is available at 
http://www.unece.org/stats/ToS.html). When all Teams are reviewed every two years, and 
the Bureau meets twice a year, each meeting normally reviews the progress of work and/or 
new Terms of Reference of 6-7 Teams of Specialists; 
 
 (d) Discussion and recommendations on the preparation of the CES seminars 
and plenary session; 
 
 (e) Any other task arising from fulfilling the mandate of the Bureau and 
Conference: to improve national statistics and their international comparability, to promote 
close coordination of the statistical activities in Europe of international organizations, to 
respond to any emerging need for international statistical cooperation, and to discuss and 
adopt statistical standards in the UNECE region. 
 
5. Throughout the year (from June to June), the CES and its Bureau are involved in the 
meetings and activities listed below. 
 
A.  CES Plenary session  
 
6. This takes place during the second week of June for two and a half days. The agenda 
of the plenary session includes: 
 
 (a) A seminar on foundational issues of statistical systems (1 day); 
 
 (b) A seminar on emerging issues (1 day); 
 
 (c) Formal business (half day), including: 

o Consideration of outcomes of in-depth reviews by the Bureau; 
o Approval of any Guidelines, Recommendations, etc. (for example, CES 

Recommendations for the 2010 Censuses of population and housing in 
2006, Guidelines and core principles for managing statistical confidentiality 
and microdata access in 2006, Report on Sustainable Development in 2008); 

o Any other topic of current interest (e.g. importance of metadata in the 
production and dissemination of official statistics in 2008, developing an 
implementation strategy for the new SNA in 2007); 

o Selection of topics for the CES seminar to take place during the next plenary 
session; 

o Election of the CES Bureau (every two years). 
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B. Short Bureau meeting in June  
 
7. A short meeting of the Bureau takes place during the CES plenary session, usually for 
a duration of one and a half hours over lunch.  The main item on the agenda is the decision 
on the topics that the Bureau will recommend for the following year’s CES seminars. The 
Bureau recommendation is presented to the plenary session at the end of the meeting and 
the decision on topics is taken.  
 
8. The agenda has included other issues that require urgent attention, like approving 
TOR of Teams of Specialists (e.g. Task Force on quality of work in 2007), discussion of a 
proposal for a meeting (Canadian workshop on privacy issues in 2008), confirmation of 
authors of in-depth review papers (2008), etc. 
 
C. CES Bureau meeting in October  
 
9. This meeting lasts two days, and has usually been hosted by the Chair of the Bureau, 
or by another Bureau member. The agenda includes: 
 

• In-depth review of 2-3 statistical areas; 
• Discussion and approval of the UNECE Statistical Programme (only at October 

meetings);  
• Review of draft Guidelines, Recommendations, Reports, etc.; 
• First discussion on preparations for the next CES plenary session: 

o First draft outline of the two seminars; 
o First draft agenda for the formal business part of the plenary session. 

• Presentation of the statistical activities of an international organization (only at 
October meetings); 

• Discussion and approval of Terms of Reference for groups that are proposed to 
be set up; 

• Periodic reviews of TOR and work of the Teams of Specialists; 
 
10. In addition, other topical issues are considered as they arise. Examples of such topics 
at the last two Bureau meetings have been: 
 

• Progress of work in SDMX; 
• External assessment of UNECE databases; 
• Relations with UNECE Executive Committee; 
• Agenda of the upcoming UN Statistical Commission session. 

 
D. CES Bureau meeting in February  
 
11. This meeting usually takes place in Geneva with the duration of two days.  
 
12. The agenda of the February meeting usually includes: 
 

• In-depth review of 2-3 statistical areas; 
• Review of the draft Guidelines, Recommendations etc. that are planned to be 

presented to the CES plenary session; 
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• Final preparations for the Conference: 
o final preparations of the two seminars; 
o final agenda for the formal business part of the plenary session. 

• Discussion and approval of Terms of Reference that are proposed to be set up; 
• Periodic reviews of TOR and work of the Teams of Specialists. 

 
13. In addition, any other issues are considered as they arise. Examples from the last two 
February meetings include: 
 

• Organization of the CES Forum on Human Resources and Training; 
• Coordination of health statistics; 
• Practices of reporting the output of statistical offices – follow-up to the CES 

seminar on Increasing Efficiency and Productivity of Statistical Offices in 
2007; 

• EU peer reviews and global assessments; 
• Inventory of working groups that are created by various international 

organizations; 
• Report on donor activities in technical cooperation in Central Asia. 

 
E. Electronic consultations 
 
14. In addition to the regular meetings of the Bureau and the Conference, the secretariat 
has carried out a number of electronic consultations between the meetings. These 
consultations have been complementary to the consideration of the issues at the Bureau 
meeting, and have not replaced live discussion. The electronic discussions have been 
undertaken either prior to the meeting so that the face-to-face discussion is more efficient, 
or after the meeting to work out some details agreed at the meeting. Examples from the last 
two years are listed in paras. 15 and 16 below.  
 
15. Electronic consultations with the members of the Bureau: 
 

• Topics to be reviewed in-depth by the Bureau at its next 2-3 meetings – May 
2007; 

• List of topics for the CES seminars – April 2007 and April 2008; 
• Terms of reference for the Working group on the Impact of Globalisation on 

National Accounts – April 2007; 
• Outline of the possible CES seminar on business statistics – April 2008; 
• Possible future work on measuring sustainable development – April – May 

2008. 
 
16. Electronic consultations with the members of the Conference: 
 

• Comments by countries on in-depth  reviews of statistical areas carried out by 
the Bureau– April-May 2005; 

• Guidelines on confidentiality and microdata access – April-May 2006; 
• Selection of topics for the CES seminars – in May 2006, 2007 and 2008; 
• Report on measuring sustainable development – May 2008; 
• Need for an update of the Canberra group Handbook – May 2008. 
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III. OVERVIEW OF THE DOCUMENTS AND TIME ALLOCATION AT THE 
CES BUREAU MEETINGS SINCE OCTOBER 2006 (INCLUDING THE 
OCTOBER 2008 MEETING) 
 
17. On average, 23 papers have been considered at a meeting (excluding the Provisional 
Agenda and Information Note; the papers with Addenda are counted as one document). Of 
these, on average 11 have been classified as “for decision”, 5 “for discussion and 
recommendations” and 7 “for information”.  
 
18. It should be noted that some of the papers with the label “for information” provide 
background information for taking a decision. For example, at the October 2008 meeting 
papers no. 7 “Follow-up discussion to in-depth review of income …”, 15 “Evaluation of 
the June 2008 CES plenary session” and 20 “Report on donor activities on technical 
cooperation in statistics in Central Asia” are additional materials to the agenda items where 
a decision has to be taken. 
 
19. It is also interesting to look at the time allocation between agenda items (a) for 
decision, (b) for discussion and recommendations, and (c) for information. 
 
20. On average, about half of the working time at the Bureau meetings is devoted to items 
where a decision has to be taken. The decision usually involves approval of a work 
programme (e.g. Statistical Programme), follow-up work, Terms of Reference for teams of 
specialists, guidelines and recommendations, or concerns the organization of the work of 
the Conference and the Bureau. 
 
21. About a third of the working time is devoted to items for discussion and 
recommendations. These include the in-depth reviews of selected statistical areas, the 
outlines of seminars to be held during the CES plenary session, and consideration of the 
draft Reports, Guidelines and Recommendations to be submitted to the Conference for 
adoption (some recent examples are: the Report on Measuring Sustainable Development 
and Principles of confidentiality and privacy aspects of statistical data integration).  
 
22. The discussion results in proposals and recommendations. Suggestions are made for 
follow-up work or for improving the outlines of the CES seminars, or the texts of the 
reports, guidelines and recommendations to be adopted. At February meetings that take 
place in Geneva, there has also been a discussion with the UNECE management or the 
representatives of the UNECE Executive Committee.  
 
23. On average, 18% of the time at the last 5 meetings has been devoted to information 
items.  
 
24. A large part of this time has been taken up by the presentations of the work and 
strategies of international organizations (50-60 minutes at a time; since 2003, IMF, the 
World Bank, Eurostat, UNSD, OECD and CIS Statistical Committee have presented their 
activities). These presentations have an important function in ensuring the coordination of 
the statistical activities of international organizations in the UNECE region. 
 
25. The analysis of the topics and papers that were presented with a label “for 
information” shows that the items often actually required discussion and decision for 
follow-up. Examples from recent years include:  
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• Practices of reporting the output of statistical offices;  
• EU peer reviews and global assessments; 
• Inventory of working groups; 
• Progress of work of Teams of Specialists; 
• Report on donor activities in technical cooperation in Central Asia; 
• Evaluation of the CES plenary session; 
• Follow-up to the in-depth review of culture statistics; 
• Agenda for the UN Statistical Commission session. 

 
26. One “regular” information item is the follow-up to decisions taken by the Conference 
and its Bureau (usually about 5 minutes). About 15-20 minutes is taken by “any other 
business” and the opening/closing of the meeting.  
 
IV. IMPROVING THE ORGANIZATION OF BUREAU MEETINGS 
 
27. The view of the secretariat is that the Bureau needs to continue to have two face-
to-face meetings of two days each for the following reasons: 
 
 (a) To ensure that the role of the Bureau in coordination of international 
statistical work does not diminish;  
 
 (b) To ensure that the in-depth reviews do not slow down and five statistical areas 
are reviewed each year, as agreed by the Bureau. The in-depth reviews play a major role in 
the coordination of international statistical work in the UNECE region, which is one of the 
main objectives of the Bureau;  
 
 (c) To ensure that the work of the various teams of specialists is reviewed in 
time and proper directions are given. Fewer meetings would increase the time-lag to 
approve the Terms of Reference for new groups, texts of Guidelines, Recommendations 
etc.;  
 
 (d) For efficient preparation of the CES seminars and the plenary session. The 
necessity of reporting to the Bureau both in October and February mobilizes the session 
organizers to progress with the preparations; without such an incentive, the preparations 
tend to get postponed.  The discussion of the first draft of the sessions in October and final 
preparations of the CES seminars in February allows the timely preparation of the CES 
plenary session (the invited papers have to be submitted to the secretariat already in March 
because of translation deadlines); 
 
 (e) To ensure timely approval of the Statistical Programme. The Programme can 
then be submitted for adoption by the UNECE Executive Committee before the end of the 
year, so that a valid work programme is available in the beginning of the year; 
 
 (f) It will not be feasible to make the Bureau meeting longer (e.g. 3 days). The 
discussions are often quite intensive and cover very different areas. It would be very 
demanding of participants to ask them to prepare for a discussion on an even greater 
number of different statistical areas; 
 
 (g) The February meetings in Geneva allow for the UNECE Statistical Division 
staff and the Bureau to meet. Furthermore, this also allows the Bureau members to meet 
with the UNECE management and its Executive Committee;  
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 (h) A further substantial increase in electronic consultations could be challenging 
from an organizational point of view. Keeping track of the discussions, deadlines for 
replies and comments by other members would become an additional task. Furthermore, 
the discussion is sometimes born on unexpected topics, or the discussion brings up a related 
issue that was not planned for discussion. 
 
28. Below are some issues and proposals that can be considered to improve the efficiency 
of Bureau meetings. 
 
A. Consideration of progress of work of the Teams of Specialists 
 
29. As noted above, according to the UNECE rules, the mandate for all Teams of 
Specialists (Steering Groups, Task Forces, etc.) set up under the auspices of the Conference 
is two years. After that, the work has to be reviewed and the groups either abolished or the 
Terms of Reference extended or renewed. 
 
30. In order to manage this process more efficiently, the secretariat proposes to group the 
Teams of Specialists into:  
 
 (a) Those where there is a need for a review: the TOR expire, there may be 
problems or need for guidance, etc.; 
 
 (b) Those where no major review is needed but an extension of the mandate is 
required or the Bureau has to be informed about the outcome of work. 
 
31. The secretariat can inform the Bureau in advance which groups need to be reviewed 
at the next meeting. The Bureau may decide to review some of the groups (the “easier” 
cases) through electronic discussion.  
 
B. Information items  
 
32. Information items on the agenda of the Bureau should be kept to a minimum.  
 
C. Audio- (video-)conferences 
 
33. Teleconferences have been organised at the Bureau meetings to allow the Bureau 
members who have not been able to come to the meeting to participate (e.g. Rob Edwards 
in October 2007 on the CES seminar that he organised, Dennis Trewin on Principles of 
confidentiality and microdata access).  
 
34. The teleconferences are a cost-effective way to involve persons who can not travel to 
the meeting. However, they can become tiring if the teleconference lasts for longer than 1 
hour. The number of people who can be connected is also limited.  
 
35. Therefore, the secretariat proposes to restrict the teleconferences only to the cases 
where the person participating has to make a presentation.  
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D. Electronic consultation 
 
36. As noted above, electronic consultations have already been used in many cases to 
complement the meetings of the Bureau. These can be an efficient way to organise the first 
discussion on the Guidelines, Recommendations or any other materials that should be 
endorsed by the Bureau or the Conference. The materials can be sent to the Bureau for 
written comments which will be consolidated by the secretariat. The discussion at the 
Bureau meeting can then be more focused and take less time.  
 
37. Furthermore, electronic consultations can continue to be used in cases when there is a 
need for additional consultation after the discussion at the Bureau meeting (including 
consulting with the staff from statistical offices) or urgent decisions to be taken.  
 
E. Timing of the meetings 
 
38. The Bureau meetings are part of a work process which depends on the timing of the 
CES plenary session. The CES plenary session has been held traditionally during the 
second week of June. This timing has been worked out over the years and takes into 
account other international events.  
 
39. Concerning the timing of the Bureau meetings, it is proposed that they should be 
planned in such a way that at least two weeks are left between the Bureau meetings and any 
other regular intergovernmental meetings where the Heads of Statistical Offices participate 
(UN Statistical Commission, SPC, DGINS, etc.). However, the requirement to adapt dates 
should not be exclusively concentrated on the CES. 
 
F. Documentation 
 
40. The secretariat should make all efforts to limit the documentation to the minimum 
necessary. Any long documents should be preceded by 1-1.5 pages of executive summary. 
 
V. CONCLUSION 
 
41. The Bureau is invited to comment on the proposals for improving the organization of 
Bureau meetings (paras 27-40). 
 

* * * * * 


