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Quality and reliability of statistical data are an extremely important issue for all decision-makers in our modern democratic societies.

But quality and reliability are not the only needed requirements. Statistical data must also be comparable over a period of time, and in a more and more integrated Europe the data must also be comparable across our borders.

Legislative and commercial decisions can only be taken by the politicians if these preconditions are in place.

Let me mention a few examples.

The European Central Bank, ECB, can only perform its responsibilities if there is a large number of data available. Balance of trade statistics, GDP statistics, inflation figures. The so-called EURO zone can only have a steady and reliable monetary policy stance if these data are available.

The European Union’s own resource system, the allocation of structural fund resources and proper application of numerous other items of EU legislation can only work if the Commission and the other institutions have a large number of comparable, high quality data from all Member States.

European companies with activities in more than a single Member State can only take commercially defensible decisions about investments, marketing, price-fixing etc. provided they have access to another large number of data about the functioning of the single market and all its sub-markets.

Can we be satisfied with the present state of affairs? Are all these data and many more available? Are they of good quality? Are they comparable? Can we be sure that they are supplied by agencies with a high degree of independence and transparency? These and many more questions must all the time be asked. We know by experience that there are weaknesses in all administrative systems. Also in the statistical agencies of the European Union and its Member States. For a number of reasons.
We have recently had problems with the reliability of the statistical information from some Member States concerning the requirements of the stability pact. Are the data about public budget balances and public debt good enough? Certainly not!
There are big uncertainties connected to the quarterly GDP figures in some Member States. We have had a discussion about inflation data for the introductory period of the EURO.
And we have seen a question mark placed behind EUROSTAT itself, because of obvious problems with a proper application of the financial regulation of the European Commission.

So let us have a look at the situation. And let us have a discussion about how it could be improved.

Statistical data were in the past normally based upon information collected for some other reasons.

Trade statistics were originally the secondary result of the collection of custom duties.

Tax and income statistics were in a similar way a secondary product of the collection of fees, income taxes, property taxes etc.

Balance of payment statistics were, to a great extent, made possible from the beginning of the thirties, when the gold standard became suspended and the countries needed to have a clear picture of their bilateral payment balances.

Unemployment statistics had their origin in the functioning of the trade union movements’ widespread network of unemployment insurance agencies.

Wage statistics were mainly due to the result of the work of the employers associations, which wanted to get a picture of how industry was coping with wage claims.

And so on and so on.

All this statistical information became gradually a source of information for national statistical agencies, but it took a very long time before the national statistical agencies got the right or the possibility to define their own requirements to the quality and reliability of the data.

The public interest in the statistics and their role in the political and commercial decision-making process is a rather new thing. And the right of the public administration and the political decision- makers to define their statistical needs, and to impose obligations on private enterprises, local and regional governments and private associations to collect, to process and to present data is of a quite new age.
It was only when the European post-war industrialisation process and the development of the European state of welfare in the sixties and the seventies of the 28th century began to gain momentum that it became generally accepted that society had a right to insist on transparency in a large number of economic and social areas, and therefore had the right to ask for the collection, processing and publishing of highly sensitive data.

Nevertheless, the process was still a very national one and a process under political control.

I remember personally how the political establishment of my own country in the sixties took the political decision to exclude increases in duties and indirect taxes from the calculation of the monthly price index to avoid the triggering of new automatic wage increases.

I remember also how I much later, together with all the other European ministers of finance in 1984, had to approve the Fontainbleau agreement, which contained a completely flawed statistical calculation of the Member States, the so-called net balances to help Mrs. Thatcher to get a rebate on the UK payments to the treasury of the European Union.
And I remember how a number of Member States in 1989 – when the famous fourth resource was introduced as part of their own resources system – insisted on the right to keep their own definition of their GDP.

They did not succeed in that exercise, and from there you can see a road forward to where we are now in the EU as far as statistics are concerned.

In the Member States, the collection, the processing and the publication of statistical data have increasingly become the responsibilities of national statistical agencies. In the European Union, the task to define, to collect, to process and to publish statistical data from the Member States has more and more been the task of EUROSTAT.

But is it good enough? Is the present hybrid system, where national agencies with different legal statuses are in charge of the definition of needs, of the collection, the processing and the publication of the data sufficiently good? Can we be sure that we get data of the highest possible quality?

The answer to that question has very much to do with the real independence of the national agencies and of EUROSTAT. Are they genuinely independent or are they still under a certain political command? Can nods and winks still have an influence on what we are going to get as the final product?
The story of the stability pact is important in that context. A number of Member States submitted via their input from their statistical agencies and from their treasures, insufficient information about the real state of affairs.
What have struck me is the fact that a number of national statistical agencies were unable to deliver what they must have known were the right numbers. And EUROSTAT was unable to communicate to the Member States and to the institutions of the EU what they should have known were more correct numbers.

Would it be possible to find a solution to these problems?

Is the way forward simply to impose an obligation on the 25 Member States to improve the quality of their statistical agencies or would it be better to discuss some more radical ideas.

After having had the responsibility for EUROSTAT over a rather long period of time, after having been a minister, who had to rely on statistical data to a very large extent, and after having been a teacher in statistics – when I was much younger than I am now – I have come to the conclusion that it would be right to discuss how we in the European Union could give the statistical services of the Member States and of the Union itself, a much more independent and coherent position.

An obvious example of how this could be done is, of course, the European Central Bank System.

We had until the nineties a very complicated system of central banks within the European Union. Some of them, but only very few, were completely independent of the government. The Federal Republic of Germany. The Dutch central bank and the National Bank of Denmark were the most prominent ones. Most of the others were under the instruction or quasi instruction of their governments.

The result was that the monetary policy of the Member States was pursuing many different goals.

One of the most important results of the Maastricht Treaty was the creation of a completely independent central bank system in all  Member States belonging to the EURO zone and beyond. For example, the Bank of England became independent in 1997, the network of independent central banks at the same time a part of a European central bank system managed by The European Central Bank, ECB.
The results of this process have – among many other things – become a completely harmonised gathering of information, a completely harmonised processing and presentation of data.

But the harmonisation of the work is not a top-down product but a bottom-up product. The work of the ECB is to a very large extent the result of the influence of the national central bank representatives on the decisions taken by the governing bodies of the ECB.

That is why the future of the EU statistical agency structure in my view should be modelled in accordance with the ECB format. 

How could this be done?

The first step should be to establish the European Statistical Agency. The ESA could be established by a new treaty ratified by the Member States but it could also be established in the same way as a number of other EU agencies.

A new treaty or a Council decision must contain the definition of the competences of the new body, and the objectives of the new body.

Most likely, the objective would be to supply the European Union and its institutions with all the relevant statistical data needed for a successful achievement of its objectives. And the competences must be the right to define the needs of statistical information related to the achievements of the objectives of the European Union.

The role of the national statistical agencies should in the European context be to facilitate the achievements of the European Union, and to facilitate the work of the European Statistical Agency (ESA). These agencies could, of course, have other tasks than those related to the work of the ESA, but the institutional structure of the national agencies must meet the requirements of genuine European institutions. For that reason, the national agencies should be structured in such a way that there is no doubt about their political independence.
The task to accomplish all this is, of course, to get a decision taken by the European Council and legislation in the form of relevant Council decisions and regulations.

The legal basis for such a decision could not be difficult to identify. Statistical data are horizontal preconditions for the successful implementation of EU policies.

Already the existing treaty – NICE – provides the Union with a legal basis for the creation of a new independent statistical agency ad modum EFSA.

What should be the competences of a new European Statistical Agency? A number should be mentioned.

The first competence should be to identify the objectives of the ESA and thereby the national agencies.

The second task should be to establish a good code of conduct of the business of the ESA and all the national agencies, including defining the independence of the national agencies.

The third task should be to establish a long-term work programme for the ESA and the national agencies as far as their European responsibilities are concerned.

The fourth task should be to establish independent scientific and advisory bodies for the ESA and recommendations to the national agencies in this area.

The fifth task should be to develop the cooperation with the private sector. They could be trade unions, industrial associations, non-profit foundations, NGOs, etc. The purpose of this is to discuss new prospects and ideas related to the role of statistics. 
The sixth task could be to develop ideas and concepts about publishing the results of the work of the ESA and the national statistical agencies.

Ladies and gentlemen

I have tried to outline how I see the future work of the national statistical institutes and EUROSTAT. I think that we have an immense load of work to do. I believe that we can do it.

And I am convinced that we will be successful in doing that.

Thank you very much.

