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Abstract: Insee and the public statistical system have developed, since 1985, a wide policy to allow 
researchers to access confidential business data and not confidential household data. In 2008, this 
policy has been extended to confidential household data. The various ways of accessing data go from 
specific tables made for the researchers to access through a safe data center. They will be described in 
the paper. Three specific topics will be addressed in the last part: access for foreign researchers, access 
to fiscal data when linked to statistical data and the use of output checking in a safe data center. 
 
The French national statistical system has a long tradition for giving access to 
confidential business data. It was allowed to give access to confidential household 
data when the statistical law was modified in 2008.  
This paper aims to give a view of the old and the new systems and raise specific 
topics. 

1 Dissemination of non-confidential data 

Insee has developed a long tradition of disseminating non-confidential data. Of 
course, publications (on paper and on the Insee’s website) are the usual ways, but 
Insee give access to non confidential individual data on its website.  
 
But Insee disseminates non-confidential individual files for the Labour Force Survey 
and the Census (http://www.insee.fr/fr/bases-de-donnees/fichiers-detail.asp, page in 
French). For the Census, it was decided to disseminate 6 files, each one concerning a 
specific domain. 
 

1. Household data : household are described by few variables and localised at 
the municipality level ;  

2. Data concerning persons : Two files are proposed for downloading : in the 
first one, individuals are localized at a regional level (27 regions in France) 
and the second one at the municipality level. Of course, characteristics are 
more precise in the regional file than in the municipality file.  

3. Data concerning commuting practices : Insee disseminates 2 files, one 
concerning home to work journeys and the other for home to school journeys. 
Localisation is at the municipality level, so other characteristics given are not 
very precise.  
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4. Data concerning occupations : Working individuals are localized in one of the 
321 employment zones.  

 
The files could be downloaded from Insee web site along with non-statistical files.  
Insee is working on a strategy to disseminate income aggregated data on statistical 
grids.  

2 Access to Scientific Use Files  

2.1 The context 

Insee was not allowed to disseminate confidential household data before 2008. At the 
same time, researchers were very eager to access household data.  
 
More specifically, Insee faces two different problems:  

 What is a researcher?  
 How can Insee build a documentation useful for researchers? It has (should 

have) an internal documentation of every source, but it won’t be very easy to 
use it outside Insee.  

 
Insee also have an overall problem of contacting and communicating with 
researchers.  

2.2 The Réseau Quetelet 

 
Réseau Quetelet (http://www.reseau-quetelet.cnrs.fr/spip/?lang=en) is the French 
Data Archive, member of the CESSDA and whose partners are universities or 
research institutions. It gives access to a lot of sources for humanities and social 
sciences. Among these sources, a researcher could access to Insee Scientific Use 
Files of every household survey made by Insee (except some specific methodological 
surveys).  
 
Insee has delegated to Réseau Quetelet the answer to the question “Who is a 
researcher?” and documentation has been completed and built user-friendly 
documentation. About 300 sources, statistical or not, are coming from Insee.  
 
The accreditation procedure is quite simple pour researchers or PhD students 
studying in a French university or researchers working in public scientific and 
technical establishments. Scientific use files could also be accessed, after a specific 
examination, to other researchers in France and in a European state.  
 
Once accredited, researchers could download the data itself.  
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This cooperation between Insee and Réseau Quetelet is very fruitful for the 
researchers who can access scientific use files form Insee and other national 
statistical authorities and for Insee who could rely on Réseau Quetelet for the 
accreditation of the researchers and enhancing the raw documentation made by Insee.  

3 Access to confidential data  

3.1 Access to confidential business data from 1984 to 2008 

 
Access to confidential business data in France exists since 1984. An article of the 
statistical law allows the data to be accessed by non-statisticians if the following 
conditions are met:  
 

 The non-statistician must present a project to the French statistical 
confidentiality committee, chaired by a judge1. The committee gives, after the 
project was presented by the non statistician, an opinion concerning the 
request. This opinion is mainly based on the public interest of the request and 
the safeguards given by the institution carrying the project. The opinion is 
almost always negative if there is no public dissemination of the results.  

 Insee’s General Director has to give his/her agreement, in the name of the 
Finances minister, before the non-statistician has access to data. At present, 
he has always followed the opinion of the committee.  

 
Some remarks:  

 Although there are almost no limitations to the purposes of the project (the 
French law only forbids to use statistical data for economical or fiscal 
repressive measures), the committee has always facilitated the access by 
research projects.  

 Data was given to the requester in a mobile support (CD-Rom, DVD at the 
end of the period, magnetic tapes at the beginning).  

 The persons receiving the data are submitted to the same penal sanctions than 
the statisticians and are to check their own outputs. 

3.2 Access to confidential data since 2008 

A modification of the statistical law allowed, in 2008, the access to confidential 
household data, only for research and statistical purposes. 
 

                                                 
1 For a more complete description of this committee, see the following link: 
http://www.insee.fr/en/ffc/docs_ffc/cs128e.pdf  
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The procedure is the same than the previous one, except the final decision is given by 
the French National Archives, which always follows decision made by Insee’s DG. 
There is the same transfer of penal responsibility to the researcher. 
 
The main modification concerns the access of data, now made through a secure 
centre: the CASD.  

 Use of a safe center with output checking 
 Transfer of penal responsibility to the researcher 

3.3 Secure center 

The reader could find a more complete description of the CASD by consulting its 
website www.casd.eu.  
 
The main features are :  

 CASD is a secure center based on an interface using a secure box installed in 
the researcher’s laboratory and a secure server farm hosting confidential data 
and a set of scientific software. The whole CASD system is a closed 
environment: through encrypted tunnels between the SD-Boxes and the 
servers.  

 Prices are, at present, subsidized for researchers: 83 € a month for a basic 
connexion. Same configuration will cost 238 € a month in 2019.  

4 Specifics topics 

Opinions expressed in this chapter are those of the author, not Insee’s official 
position.  

4.1 Foreign researchers 

French law didn’t make any difference about the nationality of the researcher, but the 
sanctions are based on the French penal law, which could have difficulty to be 
applied abroad. Currently, the rules are the following:  

 Same procedures are used for researchers working in EU, but the procedure is 
in French.  

 Problems arose for researchers working outside EU, specifically in US.  

4.2 Access to fiscal data  

 Non-confidential fiscal data could be accessed freely on the website of the 
statistical department of the fiscal service.  

 A law has been voted in July 2013 to allow researchers to access confidential 
fiscal data. The procedure to be fixed will be probably be close to the one 
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related to statistical confidential data: opinion of the French statistical 
confidentiality committee and access delivered by the fiscal service.  

4.3 Output checking  

Output checking is the operations by which somebody checks if the output given to 
the researcher may lead to the identification of some statistical units. The operation 
could be difficult when there are a lot of outputs connected with the same data.  
 
Drastic dispositions could be taken and the researcher could be allowed to export 
very few outputs, so that output checking could be easier. But are those measures 
compatible with a better utilisation of statistical data by researchers?  
 
Another solution is to include in the price of the access a cost for output checking. 
Most of the secure centres use that method. It helps the secure centres to perform this 
operation, but doesn’t solve the problem of multiple outputs, if the researcher is rich 
enough.  
 
Before using these very restrictive methods, we should precise exactly what we’re 
aiming at when checking one researcher’s output.  
 
First of all, as the information containing in an output is less complete than the 
information contained in the individual dataset and as the researcher has, in a secure 
access service, accessed to all the information contained in the dataset, output 
checking can’t aim at restricting the access by the allowed researcher. 
 
The output checking could therefore aim at restriction the access by other people 
than the allowed researcher. But is it an effective method? An efficient one?  
 
The answer to both questions is probably NO: It’s not effective, because if the 
researcher wants to give out some confidential data to somebody not allowed, he 
simply has to commit to memory some specific numbers (disease of an identified 
person, economic variables of a business) and write them down as soon as possible, 
he/she could even hide some numbers in a specific text. The method is not very 
efficient, because the centre agents need to check every piece of output to be sure no 
confidential information is hidden somewhere, he could even be useful to make again 
the same analysis to be sure a researcher hasn’t hidden some information in it.  
 
Output checking could be helpful for a researcher on the final version of his/her 
research. It could help him/her not to publish any confidential data, but I’m not sure 
it’s going to be of any help during the research process.  
 


