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. | NTRODUCTI ON

1. This paper is basically a personal observation of mne, gathered from
three years of work in the Czech Statistical Ofice after twenty-four

years of experience at Statistics Canada. Some of the followi ng points may
be nore common than others, some may actually spring fromdifferent
traditions, rather than the communi st experi ence of Czechosl ovaki a; or

they may be too subjective. After this tinme, however, | have been often
asked to conpare ny experiences. The following is the result of ny trying
to answer such questions.

2. Fromthe present perspective one could derive a picture of an
unnmitigated series of lost opportunities over the forty or fifty years
precedi ng 1989. This image is not necessarily correct, at least for three
r easons:

*/ Prepared by M. Edvard Qutrata, President, Czech Statistical Ofice.

GE. 96-

(1) The spark was al ways kept alive. Statistical theory was taught
at universities and pursued academ cally throughout the peri od,
mai ntai ning a good idea (albeit nostly academ cal) of good
statistics and to sone extent of its place in the world. There
is astrong national tradition of respect to |earning which
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persisted and resulted in senior and qualified staff being nuch
nore ready for change, than would naturally follow fromtheir
i mredi at e duti es.

(2) Even at its worst, the crude inposition of the systemwas not
all -enconpassing. Firstly, it affected generally "just"
busi ness statistics, while denographic statistics were
distorted nuch less, if at all. Secondly, nuch excellent
anal yti cal work was done in the research branches of the
statistical systemand, very inportantly, in confidence for the
Party and State | eadership. In Czechosl ovakia at least this
work was largely neant to be frank and was. Thirdly, nuch of
the work in business statistics too required and trained skills
whi ch were as easily applicable to the free-nmarket nodel as to
t he communi st one. Thus sone excel |l ent classification work was
done by Czechosl ovak specialists; and while the i mmedi ate
results of this work, of course, were discarded in the 90's,
the skills of trained staff were immedi ately applicable to
transition. Finally, the link with the world, however often
t enuous, was never conpletely cut, thanks to the efforts of
senior staff, and also often of the management of the
Czechosl ovak statistical office. Thanks here should also go to
the support of the statistical conmunity at |arge.

(3) There were two relatively long periods during which the node
was changing. The first (second half of the 60's, culnnating
in "Prague Spring") was tentative in direct effect, but
profound in its inpact on thinking. For a short while, the
worl d was open and intensive work was begun on a transition
which at the time coul d have been achi eved rmuch nore naturally
and cheaply. Apart from sone good anal ytical work in the socia
area, its main legacy was the first set of National Accounts.
This work was never |ost and ensured that know edge fromthe
worl d was al ways present, even when a new generation took over.

3. The second period was the 80's. After a little more than a decade had
passed after Prague Spring, the first tentative openings to the world were
i mredi ately made use of: to nane a few inportant results: Nationa

Accounts were again on the agenda since ca. 1985, and by 1987 price

i ndi ces were bei ng devel oped (CPl introduced in January 1989, anticipating
the col | apse of communi smby a year). This advance on nost fronts nade
possi bl e the devel opnent in the Federal Statistical Ofice of the first
transition programme docunent, which appeared in the spring of 1990 and
contained all the main requirements and plans for the next several years.
Thi s docunment shows how wel |l prepared for the change all the senior staff
were and why the actual process of transition in Czechosl ovaki a t ook off
so qui ckly.
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4, Wil e we now describe the different roles of statistics in the two
systens, please, keep in mnd this introduction. Wiat follows is in ny
viewtrue, only if it is balanced by the above.

. DI FFERENCES | N MODELS

Dfferent role of statistics.

5. Czechosl ovaki a was an extrenme case of a communist state in that the
theory of how a communi st state is supposed to work was applied in
practice nore fully there than in any other communi st state, probably in
sone respects nore fully (or at least nore efficiently) than in the USSR
There was literally no private enterprise of any type; what could not be
national i sed was collectivised and, therefore, controlled in the same way
as national property. Indeed, around the md-fifties formal recorded

owner shi p becanme so uninportant for all practical concerns that no further
formal changes were recorded in registries, leaving a sensitive pickle for
the restorers of legality in the nineties to tackle.

6. Fromaround the md-fifties virtually up to 1990 the whol e state
operated as a single big conpany. |ts nanagenent was perforned directly by
governnent (cabi net was responsi bl e for the managenent of the econony,
while political decisions were all shifted to Party institutions |ike the
Pol itburo). Such a super-conpany needed a great planni ng department, which
was provided in the Mnistry of Planning, and a nation-w de accounti ng
departnent, into which the State Statistical Ofice was turned

7. Thus gradual |y cane about a serious split in the understanding of
what official statistics were supposed to be: in a free market environment
official statistics (even if they tried, which | doubt any did) could
never aspire to nore than providing a global picture of the phenonena they
set out to describe, if only because of the continuing change in the
nunber and quality of the units in view and because of the natura

i ndependence of will and action on the part of any such unit. In a planned
econony, on the other hand, the whol e econony was divided into exactly
delineated discrete sub-entities; each of these received clear planned
targets in terns of well defined indicators; and the performance of each
was controlled by reports again in the terns of these same indicators,

whi ch were collected by the Statistical Ofice. (NB: People usually
realise much of what was just witten, but often fail to understand how

al | -enconpassing this situation was: there was no individual small shop in
the country, but only large collections of them all neatly organised to
fit the plan/account schene nentioned. Even the perfornmances of theatres
and witers were thus treated.)

8. The responsibility of the Statistical Ofice under this schene was
t hen performance reporting and control of plan at the individual and
aggregate levels. O course, the highest aggregates becanme in some outward
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way simlar to official statistics everywhere; but they remained different
i n subst ance.

Econom ¢ node

9. The ideol ogi cal inposition of Marxist economics theory | ed business
and other statistics to develop around a different nodel of the econony.
The three greatest differences fromour point of viewwere (1) the

di stinction between "productive" and "unproductive" economc activity, (2)
reliance on indicators of material product as the fundamental neasure of
performance, and (3) reduction of the role of prices to only that of
common denoni nat or

I nstitutional nodel

10. The role of the Statistical Ofice as the central accounting centre
for the econony led on the one hand to an increase in the powers of the

G fice, which in turn brought about strengthening of its relative
prestige; while on the other hand it caused a drop in professiona
standards (which had been rel atively high between the Wrld Wars and whi ch
survived to sone extent in denographic statistics), as it grew cl oser and
closer to becoming just a branch of the Audit Office. Its newrole as the
mai n data col |l ection agency turned it into a central conputer bureau for

t he government, enphasising even further a peculiar reversal of roles: the
Statistical Ofice did not nake use of administrative records at this
time; it rather collected all records, which were then used

adm ni stratively by others.

11. This way on the one hand the Statistical Ofice received unnitigated
powers to demand and enforce the extraction of any data it needed from any
econonmic unit. This enforcenent was quite literal: officers of the
Statistical Ofice were entitled, for exanple, to enter forcibly into the
records of any respondent and check the accuracy of reported data on the
spot. As the custodian of all relevant infornation, the Statistical Ofice
was i ndi spensabl e at the cabinet table and its President becanme a virtua
menber of cabinet, heading a separate (if tiny) department of governnent.

12. On the other hand, enphasis in the functions of the Statistica
Ofice shifted fromstatistical methodology to raw data production, as the
O fice took on new non-statistical duties as the nmain nunber cruncher,
custodian of all sorts of registers, etc.

13. The original "proper" role of the statistical office, however, never
qui te di sappeared: nost inportantly it was still the source of nost
qualified analysis for Party and State | eadership, allow ng anal ytica
skills to develop. It also retained an inportant research institute, where
further good work coul d be done.
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Decentralisation

14. Decentralisation of Party and state since the late fifties was
acconpani ed by growth of Regional Ofices. As responsibilities for detai
nmoved fromcentral Party institutions to regional or |ocal ones, so each
such centre of power devel oped its own control |oop of planning and
"statistics". At each such level a Regional Statistical Ofice sprang into
being in order to provide regional powers (Party and state) with direct

i nformati on on performance agai nst plan. The Regi onal D rector worked
under dual command: he collected data fromrespondents for control of the
Regi ons, and he provided | ow | evel aggregates for the central level. This
process was further extended by the federalisation of the country in 1969,
when a Provincial |evel was added. This four-level hierarchy (centre,
province, region, district) added to the conplexities and hel ped to

under score the enphasis on processi ng and procedure.

[, 1 MPLI CATI ONS

15. These differences in the role of the Statistical Ofices had
practical inplications on the character and perception of officia
statistical work; and these inplications becane cast in stone after the
forty years or so of communism The follow ng were the nost striking.

No sanpling.
16. Al surveys were designed as censuses, there was very little scope in
the systemof official statistics for any sanpling. 1/ The need for

exhaustive surveys follows fromrequirements for detail ed performance
checki ng; exhaustive surveys were also facilitated by fully standardi sed
accounting and a relatively | ow nunber of respondents in a register which
remai ned virtually without change. This practice |led, of course, to
serious bias, as respondents tended to use nethods fair and foul to
optimse their results (or nore precisely to maxi mse personal pren uns
for good performance); this was, however, sonetimes tolerated in a system
where the "true" picture of the econony cane only third after (1) the
publicity inpact and (2) the interest of an internediate hierarchy |evel
on managi ng its own aggregate perfornance nmeasures.

Pr eponder ance of admi ni strative or bureaucratic sol utions

17. Wher e neasuring perfornmance was paranount, it was easy to prefer the
recorded over the real, the "legal" over the practical. Thus, for exanple,
what was in the register was by definition right (and nobody cared about
that which was not registered), etc.

Integration of official statistics into the power nechani sm
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18. The Statistical Ofice was very much a part of the mechani smof the
power of the state, was not meant to be independent in any way. Politica
interference was expected, albeit not necessarily at the crudest |evels.

Absence of confidentiality protection

19. There was certainly no real requirenent for confidentiality of

i ndi vi dual data. Indeed, such confidentiality would deny the Ofice its
mai n task. The role of official statistics brought statistics close to
audit. (Actually, the two were even linked in one office for a while in
Czechosl ovaki a, but even at that time this was strongly resented and | ater
abol i shed.)

Secrecy and censorship of results

20. Regul ar censorship was i nposed and the suppression of results for
political reasons was quite common. This affected not only indicators that
were declared "secret" fromthe beginning, but extended to other ones,
nornmal |y publishabl e, which sonehow "did not come out right". The victins,
relevant entries in the Statistical Yearbooks, are still identifiable

t hrough the unusual use of the "no figure" sign (.). 2/

Hyper-regionalisation

21. Enor nous regi onal i sation of statistical collection and production |ed
to the devel opnent of regional statistical centres. Wien |ocal power in
turn declined, these centres tried to devel op regional statistics, largely
through local initiative and with mnimal methodol ogi cal know edge. The
resul ti ng hodge-podge of "regional statistics", while elevating the
position of the statistical offices in the Regions, in the end often hurt
true regional statistics by creating a demand that could not be satisfied.

Absence of statistical nethodol ogi sts

22. The worst aspect was probably the truncation of certain functions
which are essential for the working of a nodern statistical office. Lack
of need for sanpling meant there was no statistical methodol ogy

(et hodol ogy degenerated into questionnaire design and classification).
Simlarly, there was no need for true price statistics: prices were al
fixed and common, so all you needed was the official price list. Foreign
trade was all owed only through eight foreign trade conpanies, so there was
no need for custons statistics; keeping registers was a rather trivia
task, because all respondents were first defined by the Mnistries in
great detail, including classification and size; etc.
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23. There was al so no need for National Accounts. 3/ In both macroeconom c
aggregates and cl assifications, the Marxi st system devel oped its own
theory and practi ce.

Jack-of -al | -trades-i sm

24, The boundary of what statistics was becanme blurred as the Statistica
O fice took on nore functions of a non-statistical nature. (This process
actually increased after the revol ution, when functions such as el ection
results processing, all sorts of registration, etc. were taken on).

V. TRANSI TI O\ PRACTI CAL  PRCBLENMS

25. Transition to denocracy and a nmarket econony thus required inportant
changes in four areas. In all these areas sone know edge existed

bef orehand, but it was nore theoretical than practical. Very inportant aid
was, however, available, particularly through the PHARE programme of the
Eur opean Uni on from menbers of the Union and ot her advanced countries and
from Eurostat .

Cont ent

26. In content it was necessary to provide basic macroeconom ¢
information to governnment in a nmanner conpatible and conparable with the
statistics of advanced econom es. This had to be done in an environnent of
per manent radi cal change, where the nature of the universes kept changing.
Suddenly, registers were destabilised by the lifting of various controls,
prices became variabl e, everybody started trading, etc.

(a) Statisticians therefore set out to fill in gaps created by the
need for econom c indicators in areas which had not been
surveyed or (as in the case of National Accounts) were not
acceptable within the theoretical pattern of Mrxist econom cs.
Apart from National Accounts this included the full range of
price statistics, foreign trade statistics based on custons
statistics and a | abour force survey.

(b) At the sane time virtually all classification systens had to be
changed, which wought further havoc in the established tine
series. Al registers underwent transformation as well.

(c) Finally, basic indicators measuring production are being
changed. Measures of material product were last on the |ist of
change, because this was not an addition, but a repl acenent;
and was, therefore, both | ess urgent (the old indicator was
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Institutions

still useful) and nore threatening (the change in tine series
is being resented). This last of the changes in the transition
of content is now taking place in the Czech Republic and should
becone effective in 1997.

27. Instit

utional transition was in a way nore inportant. The task here

was to fix in law and custom patterns of behaviour that are virtually
taken for granted i n advanced countries, but were foreign to the role of
official statistics in a communist state.

(a)

(b)

(c)

O gani sation

First, it was necessary to establish the concept of statistica
i ndependence. There was, of course, no doubt about the basic
principle that statistics had to be genuinely truthful and as
far as | know there was never any interference on the part of
Czech denocratic politicians. The nore subtle issues, however,
took some tine to explain, both to the users and to the
statisticians thensel ves. There were many problens with
establishing a fixed rel ease schedul e for sensitive indicators.
(It was only in 1996 that this cal endar became conprehensive,
exact and understood by ourselves and our users. Today, the CSO
publishes 12 sets of indicators on a rel ease schedule at 9 a.m
at pre-published dates without fail or pre-rel ease.) Mich
expl ai ning was al so required before nost rel evant people, both
in the CSO and anong users or respondents, understood the

conpl exities of our being at the same tinme strict in adherence
to rules and hel pful in serving the needs of users.

I ntroduci ng data confidentiality was harder, because it inplied
a significant change in the role of the Ofice. In the past,
files in the Statistical Ofice were the legitimte source of
nost information and governnent officials thought it quite
natural to ask for individual data. Wien we started to enforce
the rul es, we brought down | ong established practices which in
t hensel ves seened to cause no harm It took sone effort, for
exanpl e, to explain to sone government departments that if they
wish to collect individual information on conpanies that stil
remain in state ownership, they have to collect it directly
usi ng their supervisory powers, not ask us to provide it. Such
things took about two years to settle.

The Statistics Act, passed in 1995, fixed the institutiona
aspects of naintaining these principles and gave them proper
publicity.
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28. An organi sational transformation is taking place at the sanme tine as
we are finishing the transformation of content. Its main objective is to
invest in highly qualified staff in statistical methodol ogy, subject
matter, analysis and dissemnation at the expense of the |arge regiona

col l ecting nmechanism D strict offices will remain with reduced staffs and
responsibilities: they will concentrate on interviewer managenent and
service, while the collection of questionnaires from business respondents
will be centralised. In order to keep processing capacities where they now
are as nmuch as possible (and for several other reasons) we shall keep the
staff levels in the regions, but these regional offices will take on
central processing of assigned surveys (e.g. industry surveys in Pilsen
etc.). This change is nade possible by the last step in the transition in
content, while changi ng the whole pattern of data flows and col | ection
desi gns.

29. There are clearly serious risks involved in this change. Naturally,
we are trying to mninse the disruption, but also to do as nmuch as
possible at the sane time, in order to nminimse the inpact of

di scontinuity on users.

Per sonnel

30. Staff is, of course, key to these changes. It follow fromnuch of
t he above that our qualification and specialisation mx is wong: in the
event, we need to multiply several tines over the nunbers in some of the
particularly specialised professions (like statistical methodol ogy).
Cearly, this nust be a gradual process.

31. Qur great advantage in Czechosl ovaki a, however, was that the concepts
of a free-narket denocratic statistical systemnever quite died off. This
was due to a long tradition, good acadenmic training and, particularly, to
the tradition of the 1960's. O course, staff qualification and training
was necessarily spotty, better in some areas, worse in others.

32. In this whol e process we have been hel ped in a significant way by the
manner in which aid fromEurostat and national statistical offices of
advanced denocraci es was provided. Very early in the process nost of our
qualified staff (or at least that significant part which coul d speak
foreign | anguages) was brought into intensive contact with their
counterparts at the working level. This had deep and speedy inpact: very
soon everybody was quite clear about objectives, and | ater al so about
required changes in work style, etc. This has been hel ping profoundly in

t he actual managenent of change.

33. There remai ns, however, a |long term problemof providing the
capacities and energies to a large scale effective programme of training
on the job, without which it is hard to imagi ne how to naintain the
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noment um of the change we have gone through. At present we are nost
intrigued by the Canadi an training course of survey design and processing,
whi ch seens to fit our requirenents.

V. CONCLUSI ON

34. By now the CSOis close to the end of its transition process and is
emerging at a point where it experiences all the problens of other
statistical offices. Personnel devel opment and training is nowa priority,
as it becomes nore inportant to devel op and maintain internal nomentum
than quickly to copy things comron in other places. It is a good tinme to
t ake stock.
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ENDNOTES

1/ Sanpling survived, but only in a very limted nunber of surveys, e.g.
in a general social survey (“mcrocensus”), in a famly expenditure survey
and in prelimnary estimates of yields in agriculture.

2/ It is worth nentioning here that according to the information | have
seen there seemto have been no instances (at least in the 1960s through
1980s) where censors woul d have insisted on the publication of a genuinely
false figure. The public was systenatically and purposefully msled by
the Party through its censors and its media, so the reader m ght pooh-pooh
this nice distinction. | maintain, however, that the fact that
statisticians were not forced directly to lie (only to tolerate |ying by
others) made a world of ethical difference and in its consequences hel ped
in building ethical standards after the revol ution very substantially.

Not all statisticians in the Soviet block were so | ucky.

3/ I n Czechosl ovaki a, however, National Accounts were devel oped in the
1960s and their place in nmodern official statistics was well recognised.
Transition in the 1980s started with work on them and the 1960s
experience allowed this to be tried effectively.



