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Sunmmary

I ncreasi ng data needs and stagnant or decreasing resources
requi re a new approach with regard to data collection and data
di ssem nati on nechanisns. This paper attenpts to outline a
possi bl e sol ution, based upon Internet technology. Wile not
uni versal ly applicable, such an approach could be tested for
specific, well identified fields for agricultural statistics.
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| nt roducti on

1. Scarcity of resources and budgetary constrai nts have given new i npetus
to exploring feasible and satisfactory ways of lowering the statistica
response burden for NSOs (National Statistical Ofices) vis-a-vis |Os. In

addition, there have been growi ng pressures to identify and clarify common
areas of regular statistical needs across 10 s not only to avoi d unnecessary
duplication in requests to NSGs, but also to reduce discrepancies in
published data and to explore scope of joint activities.

2. A nunber of joint data collections already exist anongst 1Os in
various fields, such as national accounts, environnent, and agriculture. The
“Protocol on the Exchange of Statistical Data between Eurostat and OECD’

whi ch is under discussion, provides an operational framework with genera
guiding principles and rules. In this context, great care has to be taken to
di stingui sh between regul ar and new and/ or ad-hoc needs (which rmay becone
regul ar needs later on), and between | O requirenents for Menber countries and
for Non-Menber countries (in the field of agriculture they are not
necessarily the sane), as well as the different time-scales of needs across
IOs. Therefore, any sharing agreenent has to be | ooked upon on a case hy
case basis.

3. Concerning Agricultural Statistics, OECD has been asked at the | W& AGR
neeting in Rone (22 Decenber 1997) to propose a feasible nechanismfor joint
data coll ection/data sharing, notably with respect to transition econonies.
It was understood that the sane or a sinmilar nechanismcould also apply to

t he Economic Accounts for Agriculture after CECD s met hodol ogi cal review of
this regular core activity (OECD and Eurostat closely co-operate on the EAA
wi t hout duplication).

4, In early 1998, CECD has circul ated the requested proposal anongst

| WG AGRI nenbers and three countries were given the opportunity to provide
conments. This note is the slightly re-drafted version of the origina

pr oposal

5. The ideas outlined bel ow go beyond co-ordi nation practices already in
pl ace. Depending on the comments/reaction fromcountries, it nay be
envisaged to test it for a particular field in agricultural statistics.

Pr oposal

6. The following ideas only concern regul ar statistical activities with a
reasonabl e |ife expectancy; there is no need to establish co-ordination
nmechani sns built upon noving sand. The objectives stated are perceived as
cl ear advantages for both the producer and user comunities of statistics.
The process described attenpts to clarify how and under which conditions and
nmechani snms such an undertaki ng coul d be successful. The conclusions derived
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point to the feasibility to renove the four nmain inpedinents, which have made
it difficult so far for 10 s to engage in such joint ventures.

Note: Three of the four IWG AGRI IO s collect agricultural statistics from
transition countries: the FAO Eurostat, and the OECD. The UN ECE is nenber
of the WG AGRI, but not engaged in significant agricultural data collection.
However, its co-ordination role in other statistical areas and active

i nvol venent in WG AGRI work and events would make it desirable that the

UN ECE can access the data of the three other 1O s as described bel ow.

l. hj ectives
7. Concerning identified regular data needs from|O s:

NSGs: provide an identified and agreed range of agricultural data
simul taneously to all three 10s. This neans that no 1O receives the
earliest available information |later fromcountries than another 10 or |GCs.

IO s: can sinultaneously access their specific part of the above data set at
the earliest possible nonent in tine.

| s and NSGs can track whether or not changes to data have been nmade and, if
so, which variabl es have been changed (transparency). To do so, it is
i nperative to be able to distinguish between | NPUT and OQUTPUT files.

8. The benefits of such a nodus operandi are obvious:

- No need to send out separate (or joint) questionnaires.

- No del ays in obtaining basic data.

- Transparency anongst all involved as to the basic (=input) data
and the |1 O specific output data.

- Internet will be the nedium used (speed)

1. Process

9. IO s identify areas of conmon interest/data collection activity and
nerge these into one comon framework as illustrated bel ow
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Di agram 1: Identification of needs

Data-set X required by three International Organisations
FAO EUROSTAT OECD
variables
commodities
1
| | core requirements
| (all three International Organisations)
important requirements
| (two International Organisations)
specific requirements
(one International Organisation)
The above illustration is hypothetical, but neverthel ess shows a fundanenta

reality: OECD s needs are certainly nore linited in terns of detail than
either FAOs or Eurostat’'s; but in some instances CECD needs data not covered
policy indicators and paraneters, subsidy
calculations etc.). On the other hand, Eurostat nay need nore details for
specific comodities than the two other 1Os in order to respond to specific
CAP requirements. The “superposition” of the three |1 Os needs profiles
permits to identify where to start with data coordination: the core
requi renents of all three 1Os. It would be desirable to add to the core
requi renents those which would neet the needs of two 1O s (“inportant
requi renents”) because it would contribute to reducing the response burden
for NSOs. The third category, “specific requirenments”, would not |end
itself for any co-ordination since only one IOrequires this data. |If
desired, it could, however, be useful to include it for information for
ot hers.

10. In order to achieve such a data sharing, two considerations are of
particul ar inportance. First, the basic definitions and concepts used have
to be identical or at |east conpatible and the common franmework has to be
consistent in terns of classification list(s) used. Second, the basic

vari abl es have to correspond to a statistical subject matter, for which
results are obtained fromNSO s at a typical nmonent during the year. This
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requi res to anal yze the functioning of national statistical systems, a task
whi ch has been carried out by OECD for 11 transition econonies and resulted
in the optimzation of timng of 2 CEECs/N'S agricultural indicators
guestionnaires per year. The reason for this is not only to avoid asking for
i nfornmati on before it can be nmade available, but also to identify

- whi ch ot her subject areas could be usefully asked for at the sane
time and

- to partition the framework into conponents classified according to
avai l ability throughout the year

11. As in other statistical areas, there exists in agriculture a fairly
consi stent pattern across countries when which type of data is collected,
conpil ed and published. For the sake of tineliness, it may be advantageous
to partition and spread over the year the range and degree of detail of
statistical subjects collected according to availability. One might sequence
data availability by key data available at the earliest possible nonent in a
gi ven year, followed a couple of nonths later by the conplete data set.
Simlarly, one might nmake arrangenents that a fairly conplete set of “soft*
data is available at the earliest possible noment while ensuring that it wll
be replaced by “hard" data as early as possible.

12. An agreenent would have to be reached with NSO s to provide (avail abl e)
data of common interest to three or two IO s using a standard file format

(the INPUT - file). The way this could work is illustrated bel ow

Di agram 2: The | NPUT data fl ow

N ational Statistica
Office

A




CES/ AC. 61/ 1999/ 19
Page 6

The di agram above illustrates that a NSO sends, as soon as the data can be
officially released, sinultaneously and via Internet to all three IOs an
Input file which is of conmon interest to at least two 1O s.

13. The format (e.g. Excel spreadsheets) and | ayout should be standardized.
Al so netadata should be included or attached. It seens recomendabl e t hat
the NSO sends the Input file via Internet to the appropriate Internet
addresses and at the same tine infornms through e-mail the interested service
in each 10 that this has been done. The reason for this is that the Internet
address and the interested service are nost often not identical

14. The next step consists of the extraction, checking and anal ysis by each
IO of the part of the Input file they are interested in. This process al so
i ncl udes possi bl e corrections/adjustnents of data (to be included in a
netadata file and made known to the NSO concerned and the other 1Gs) and the
use of this nodified data for 1O - specific statistical products that nay
differ fromthose of other |1Os. Exanples of differences include IO -
specific cal culation routines, conversion factors used for transform ng raw
data into other entities, the addition of specific variables and al so re-
formatting of data files using 10 - specific classifications. An inportant
element in this step is the necessary bilateral follow -up between each |10
and the NSO concerned on specific methodol ogi cal (or other) questions. This
direct, interactive relationship between user and provider is an aspect that
can not be left to another 10

15. For the sake of full transparency and to facilitate nethodol ogica
conparisons, it would be useful if the 10 s would use the same procedure as
descri bed above to make their respective QUTPUT- files avail able via Internet
(see bel ow).

Di agram 3: The QUTPUT data fl ow
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16. In case that the 10 QUTPUT file is different fromthe INPUT file, there
woul d be no anbiguity to which factor this discrepancy is attributable; the
ot her agencies can easily track this. This case woul d need extensive
annot ati ons and net hodol ogi cal notes to explain in detail why original data
had to be nodifi ed.

17. In case that an 10 - QUTPUT file corresponds exactly to the IOs -
INPUT file but not to the IOs own statistical output (= different structure,
additional variables, coefficients, etc.), the sharing of the respective
QUTPUT - files has a nunber of additional advantages:

First, it would showto other 10 s and the NSO concerned why and how
some national data had to be changed through adjustnents not attributable to
raw data but rather to the 10 s specific way of cal culating and publishing
figures.

Second, it would help IOs and the NSO to understand why a finalized
statistical output of one 1O may have different figures: either the cause is
a nodified input data value or the cause lies in the subsequent, 10 -
specific treatnent which is unrelated to the INPUT file. The possibility of
checking on both INPUT and QUTPUT files allows an observer to identify the
origin of apparent discrepancies.

Third, it is an advantage to conpare the own OQUTPUT file with one or
two other 10 s concerning common elenments. This nmight lead to further
har noni zati on of data dissenmnated by 10 s.

I1l. Conclusion

18. Provi ded that the conditions stipulated are fulfilled, the process
outlined above should have a good chance to neet the stated objectives
because it could renedy to the four nmain causes for continuing individua
data collection by 1Os for essentially the sane data:

Different needs: 10 s have an incentive to standardize and/or unify
classification lists. The argunent of different data structures would not be
applicable within the scope of the proposed process, since excluded fromthe
scope of the proposal

Factor time (input): Since the NSO woul d share survey results
simul taneously with all interested 1Os at the earliest possible noment in a
given year, there would be no advantage for any 10 to |aunch an individua
guestionnaire before that rel ease date.

Factor time (output): The 10 s processing, checking and validating of
nati onal data takes time which nay be considered too |long for the needs of
anot her |1 O whi ch depends on another 10 for a particular set of data. The
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nodus operandi described above would allow each 10to imediately work on the
input data and to share with other 10 s and the NSO the results once they
becone avail abl e.

Data source: No 10 can afford in the long run to be excluded from
direct contacts with the original data providers. Both data quality and
expertise woul d vani sh over tine. Since the above proposal would not present
an additional burden to NSO s, but rather lead to an i ncreased awareness of
di fferent needs and concerns expressed by 10s, direct bilateral contacts can
be considered as a natural ingredient of international statistical activities
wi t h obvi ous advantages. In addition, the suggested transparent and open
approach puts each 10 at the sanme |level of contact with the NSO while
respecting (through decoupling) the IO - specific needs.



