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BACKGROUND 
 
1. The CES Bureau discussed the statistics on income, living conditions and poverty at 
its October 2007 and February 2008 meetings. One of the proposals emerging from the 
discussion was that a practical step forward in this area would be to update the Canberra 
Group Handbook through a small city group. The secretariat was asked to consult with the 
CES members as to whether there is such a demand among countries and organizations. 
 
2. The UNECE conducted the consultation prior to the plenary session of the CES and 
the results of the survey were presented to the Conference in June 2008. Twenty-one 
countries and two international organizations replied to the survey. Fourteen countries 
supported the proposal for establishing a small group to update the Canberra Group 
Handbook. Five countries had no preference or expressed concerns about the procedures 
and the timing of the work on a possible update of the Canberra Group Handbook. Two 
countries and two international organizations (OECD and Eurostat) did not support the 
proposal to update the Canberra Group Handbook. However, the OECD indicated that they 
were willing to participate in the work if such a group is established. The detailed 
comments that were presented to the Conference are attached for information in the Annex 
to this note. 
 
3. In June, the Conference was also informed of the Bureau discussions of statistics on 
income and poverty at the October 2007 and February 2008 Bureau meetings.  
 
DISCUSSION AT THE CONFERENCE 
 
4. During the discussion at the Conference, the following main points were made: 
 
 (a) There is no need for a conceptual update of the Canberra Group Handbook; 
however, practical guidelines are necessary for its implementation; 
 
 (b) There is a need for a best practice handbook on implementation, e.g. on in-kind 
income, imputed rent, social transfers in kind, etc. This could be a task for a few countries 
to develop, and not a full working group; 
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 (c) Doubt was expressed about the proposal of setting up a new city group in view 
of two recent developments in the area: (i) the initiative of the Sarkozy-Stiglitz 
Commission in France – highlights the importance of trying to reconcile household surveys 
and National Accounts data; and (ii) the Oxford poverty and UN development initiative for 
measuring poverty; 
 
 (d) There is a need to encourage coherence and comparability of the data; 
 
 (e) The ongoing Luxembourg income study is not well coordinated, surveys in 
countries and income statistics need to be better harmonized;  
 
 (f) It is too early to bring the new developments into a Handbook; 
 
 (g) The mandate of a possible future group has to be clear - what issue the group 
should work on, what is the expected outcome, etc. 
 
5. In conclusion, the Conference supported the follow-up actions recommended by the 
Bureau, namely that the Bureau discuss the possibility for any further work in this area at 
the October 2008 Bureau meeting. 
 
6. Following the CES plenary session in June, Statistics Canada, who was the author of 
the Rapporteur report for the in-depth review of the area at the February 2008 Bureau 
meeting, was asked to prepare a note on possible future direction of work in this area. 
Statistics Canada prepared a paper with recommendations for next steps (document 
ECE/CES//BUR/2008/OCT/6) which is presented to the Bureau for discussion and 
decision. 
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ANNEX 
 

SUMMARY OF COMMENTS ON THE NEED TO UPDATE THE CANBERRA 
GROUP HANDBOOK 

 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. The member countries and international organizations were invited to answer two 
questions: 
 
 (a) Whether you consider it necessary to set up a small group to update the 
Canberra Group Handbook; 
 
 (b) Whether your country/organization would be interested in participating in the 
work if such a group is set up. 
 
II. RESULTS OF THE SURVEY 
 
2. 21 countries and 2 international organizations replied to the survey. 
 
3. The results of the survey show that a majority of countries (14) support the proposal 
for establishing a small group to update the Canberra Group Handbook. The countries 
which supported the proposal are Australia, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Latvia, Norway, 
Poland, Portugal, Russia, Slovak Republic, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey and the United 
States. 
 
4. Five countries (Austria, Ireland, New Zealand, Spain and Ukraine) did not have a 
preference or expressed concerns about the procedures and the timing of the work on the 
update of the Canberra Group Handbook. 
 
5. Finally, two countries (Hungary and the Netherlands) and two international 
organizations (OECD and Eurostat) do not support the proposal to update the Canberra 
Group Handbook. However, the Netherlands and OECD indicated that they are willing to 
participate in the work if such a group is established. 
 
6. The comments are provided below in three sections. Section A presents comments 
from countries that support the proposal. Section B summarizes the comments from 
countries with concerns about the work. The last section C reviews the comments from 
countries and international organizations that do not support the proposal. 
 
A. Countries who were in favour of setting up the groups provided the following 
comments:  
 
Australia 
 
7. Any further work should be seen as an extension of the Canberra Group Report with a 
focus on household expenditures (incomes are a way to access consumption) and on the 
creation of summary statistics. Most recent ICLS meeting ratified a new set of ILO 
standards for household income and expenditure statistics that broadly aligned with the 
Canberra Group Report recommendations.  
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8. There is not much wrong with the fundamentals of the Canberra Group Report 
Recommendations although perhaps some tweaking at a few edges could be appropriate.  
 
9. A city group should be set up on expenditure statistics. 
 
Finland 
 
10. The important areas, which require further elaboration, are a more complete 
definition of income, especially definitions of social transfers in kind and imputed rent of 
owner-occupied dwellings. 

 
11. The organization and working plan of the update have to be carefully considered and 
the expert workload has to be reasonable. It is important that the update work be properly 
coordinated with the plans of OECD. 
 
Norway 
 
12. Positive to all work that improves the comparison between countries within the field 
of income statistics. However, it is important to coordinate the work with what is being 
done in other institutions, such as Eurostat. 
 
Poland 
 
13. The preparation of an updated handbook, which will cover the experiences resulting 
from implementation of new information sources on incomes (for example implementation 
of the EU-SILC survey), seems to be fully justified not only for scientific reasons but also 
for the practical meaning of the information on households income conditions (for social 
policy shaping in the field of income redistribution and fight against the poverty, among 
other things). 
 
Portugal 
 
14. The update of the Canberra Group Handbook would be a very important step towards 
a common and harmonized perspective, allowing the establishment of a minimum set of 
comparable information, taking due account of the new developments in the area of 
statistics measuring poverty and inequalities. 

 
15. The participation in the update of the Handbook should be coordinated and ensured at 
the EU level by Eurostat. 
 
Sweden 
 
16. Some of the issues which are of importance to western countries, such as capital 
income, were not included in the current handbook and therefore it is important to take up 
this work again. 
 
USA 
 
17. Is there enough work required for this effort to involve an entire working group? 
What is the extent of the update that is needed?  How should this be assessed and how large 
a group is needed to carry this out? 
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B. Concerns were expressed by the following countries: 
 
Austria  
 
18. Prefers a review of procedures and possible alternatives regarding implementation of 
the handbook to a mere update of definitions. This review should precede any update.  
 
19. Real progress requires an explicitly interdisciplinary perspective. The following main 
focuses are appropriate: 

 
 (a) Coordination of methods of measurement of income, wealth and consumption 
(e.g. systematical comparison of income aggregates of SNA and micro data); 
 
 (b) Examination of empirical relevance of monetary variables for living conditions, 
deprivation, etc. 
 
Ireland 
 
20. We should proceed on the basis of the "minimum proposal" at this stage, which is 
essentially information gathering. This could be done in such a way that it would guide 
further action, if any, in the medium term. 
 
New Zealand 
 
21. Do not have a strong preference either way regarding the Canberra Handbook. 
 
Spain 
 
22. It is a bit early to revise the handbook. Although the household income can be 
changeable, the movements are slow. It would be better to wait some years. 
 
C. The following countries and international organizations did not support setting 
up the group: 
 
Hungary 
 
23. It is not necessary to update the Canberra Group Handbook yet. 
 
Netherlands 
 
24. Priority should be given to the development of other statistical areas which are less 
developed. An update of the Canberra guidelines is not very urgent at this moment. 
 
OECD 
 
25. It does not seem to be the way to move forward. The Canberra Group report was 
published in 2001 and remains an essential reference for all those working on income 
distribution and poverty. It is not clear in what respect it needs to be updated. 

 
26. On the other hand, several of its recommendations (such as the establishment of 
“assessment reports” of national datasets) have not been followed through. 
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27. It would also be important to move forward on the issue of reconciling the SNA and 
survey data of household income. 

 
Eurostat 
 
28. No direct acute need for an update of the manual. If a follow up were to be 
undertaken, this should focus on the practical issues in the "radar screen" section 4.4.4 
Towards a more complete income definition, not on revision of the cash income details. 

 
29. What would be helpful is a best practice handbook on implementation, covering in-
kind benefits (own account production is a global theme), imputed rent. 

 
III. PARTICIPATION IN THE WORK IF SUCH A GROUP IS SET UP 
 
30. The following countries and international organizations are ready to participate in a 
city group if it is to be established: Australia, Austria, Finland (can bring expertise on use 
of administrative registers and implementation of the EU SILC), Netherlands, Spain, 
Sweden, Turkey, United States and OECD. 
 
31. The following countries indicated that they have no possibility to participate in the 
work of an eventual city group: Denmark, Poland, Slovak Republic and Ukraine. 
 

* * * * * 
 
 
 


