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Introduction

Flease read these lines taking info account the fact that | have been divorced from active
participation in the field of stalislics for almaost twenty years, and that my comments may
therefore be out of step. Thus, | ignore most of the developments which occurred in the
international field of statistics since the early 80's, a5 for examplz the details of the ICP project.
However, | did operate for some thirty years in the international field of statistical collection
and dissemination, and | have the impression that many of the problems | encountered are
shill not entirely solved. It they are, or al least some of them ars, then all the better: it should
be a greal satisfaction to those who have contributed to their solution to recall their work and
ils success. If some of Ihe problems are not yel entirzly solved, then maybe recalling them
could be ussful and possibly some of the suggestions | make hereafter may be of some use,
especially about a fulure International Statistical Organization,

1)  Some Initial Remarks

First, | believe that the 151 Confarence about the bong term future of international statistics was
very useful and that the contributions were all very intereisting; | particularly appreciated the
contributions by Barbara A. Bailar and Zoltan Kenessey "

Any analysis concerning the future of statistics must first take into account the fact thal we are
living in an extremely rapidly changing world; the differences between the world to come,
today's world and the world as it was twenty years ago are enormous on all counts, because
for instance of the demographic explosion, the development of nationalism and religion, the
formidable transformations in the technical field, efc: it is most likely, therelore, that many
solutions of the past to problems raised by international organisation and standardisation ol

stalistics are obsolete and will have to be replaced by new and maybe somewhat revolutionary
solutions.

The formidable possibilities offered by the development of technical facilities, (computers,
multimedia, fransmission and storage of dala) have changed many aspects of problems of
international collection and comparison of data: for example, the difficulties of converting data
colected and classified at the national level into intemational calegories have been
considerably reduced, even if such work may involve many more detailed and numerous
breakdowns than the country would normally wish 'o make. But the problems raised by the
basic meaning or philosophy of each classification, its purpose and expected uses ramain.
Here is an example of this type of difficully: several would-be users of the International
Classification of Occupations (ISCO) complained bitterly that it did not permit to classify
individuals according fo their skill: such a concept, assuming that it could be developed and
used lo collect actual data, would have had very litile relation lo ISCO; but such unhappy users
of ISCO did not accept this view and therefore rejected ISCO.

1. The referencesin these comments are 1o the contributions in the I1SI publication “The Future
of Stalstics: An Intemnaticnal Perspeciive”, ed Z Kenessey. 151, Editions Voorburg, 1995
(Relevant page numbers of the are given in brackets.)



Professor Nanopoulos indicates (page 216) the possibilties offersd by new collection
techniques for the production of useful stalistics on international trade despite the
Ursappearance of certain sources of information (customs offices). it should be possible to
apply some similar methods of collection as he suggests to migration statistics.

Anole conceming migration statistics: at some time (in the 1960°s) | managed, through a large
amount of administralive paperwork, to transler the responsibiity for the collection, publication
and improvement of migration stafistics al the intemnational level from the ILO fo the UN: this
was done to nobody's safisfaction, neither the ILO statistical staff, nor the ILO directorate
(inditferent) nor the UN (which showed no sympathy 1o being officially entrusted with a
responsibility which it always considered as being their own but for the lack of progress of
which Ihey were happy to blame the ILO): undess | am uninformed, no more progress was
made than before in this area, which in my mind is a good example of a subject for imagination
in the framework of an “independent” nternational organisation

Mrs Bailar noles (page 229) the concems raised by record systems. | believe that the collection
of any data may raise concems of a kind; a study on asbestos workers raises concem from
the producers of ashesins or the workers of an asbestos factory as to the future of the
enterprise and the workers jobs; records on AIDS raise hostility from patients. doctors, helpers,
helping organisations, administrations, politicians, govemments, etc. The statistician should
do his job regardiess, but as honestly (objectively) as possible. Also, despite technical
developmenis, many data will still have 1o be collected by “classical means”, such as “paper
and pencil interviews”, as for example data collected from individuals on medical or educational
subjects, and there will always remain problems of definitions, comparability, presentation and
milerpretabon of the dala collected.

The world trend towards “deregulation” may conductin the near future to “destatisticalisation”
or al least to a tendency to refuse the constraints of the collection of statistical data and of the
implhications of their meaning. Is it not possible, that at least theoretically, in a parfectly liberal
of wild capilalistic system, the ideal would be “no dala at ail'? The last paragraph on page 92
of Mr. de Vries' intervention is an excellent Mustration of the problems involved, their
consequences and their difficulies in the field of customs statistics.

I have a definite feeling that, for many valid or less valid reasons, economic staistics are still
the essential basis of national and international statistical work. Most of the papers and
discussions emphasize the importance of economic statistics, their impact and the fact that
resources are more easily available for their promotion and development than for any other
type of data. Thus, Mr. Zalm emphasizes in parficular the need “for a broader view of the social
processes in order lo understand economic developments”. Mr. Nanopoulos seems 1o
consider (page 220) that the coming world will be purely market oriented: while this view doss
appear 1o be most likely the prevailing view in the immediate future, should not some thaught
be given o the possibility that it will not necessarily be a long-term prevailing view? Mr. Keuning
considers thal a mamn challenge (for stafisticians) is to incorporate environment and social
data info the SNA; but, in my opinion, while SNA has certainly been the fundamental basis of
considerable advance in the economic analysis of countriss’ economies and a good basts for




international comparisons, it has at the same time givan exaggeraled importance 1o economic
dala versus non-monelary dala. Also, the fzcl that the Statistical Office of the UN was placed
in the Departmeant of Economic Affairs may at least partly explain the importance given o
sconomic statistics versus other data at the international level.

These posilions tend to disregard the importance of social, demographic, medical,
environment, elc. slalistics, even if (and maybe because) obtaining funds for the production
of such data is generally more difficull than for economic stalistics; for inslance, employers
will more readily supply funds and inlormation for the production of economic data, which may
possibly become of assistanca lo tham in their actvities, than for dala on environment which
are more likely lo eventually hamper their business.

| agree with Mr. Nzemen (page 76) when he noles thal “the elaboration of mtemational
statistics regarding the environment, social services, human rights, integration of the woman
in the development process, sport, etc. will pose important problams of methodalogy™ and will
nvolve a lot of innovation.

I am also in full agreement with Dr. Jarque (paga 292) whan he notes very rightly thal “the
final objective of economic policy is not to increase output per se”, nor is it “the maximization
of trade, nor the increase of productivity to record levels ... Itis ..., or should be, the attainment
ol the weliare of individuals and of nations™: these considerations should be more taken o
accourt than they have been heretofore in intemational statistical work.

2] Siafisticians, Their Credibility and Their Independence.

| would like to believe (contribution by Z. Kenessey, page 119) that “all major categories of
users of stafistical data are aware of the necassity 1o use inflermationally comparable concepts
and data for their own country”, but | am not toa sure ..

Mr. David notes (page 151) that “users [of statistics] put availability [of data] above acouracy
while statisticians have it backwards™. The fundamental problem is how o persuade users of
data that “no dala” is preferable to “definitely wrong data’. For example, | discovered at &
pertain time that the ILO Yearbook of Labour Statistics (for which | was responsible] contained
data on minimum wages in several countries of Africa that had litle or no relation with reality,
gither because the request for such data had been enfirely misunderstood, or because the
data comesponding morz or less lo legal decisions were completely divorced from actual
wages. When a new edition of the Yearbook appearad without the false data, ILO economists
complaned bitterly that they could not continue their studizs of African economies because
of the disappearance of these (false) data. Anofher example: a non-slatisfically-trained
polifician representing his country in the ILO Goveming Body was convinced that the data
presented in the ILO Yearbook ware highly unsafistactory (out of date) because he had found
in a non-siatistical important non-slafistical review completely up 1o date and pérfectly
“comparable” data; furious &t my derogatory remarks as to the validity of the data he had
found, he tock a very negative and destructive position in the Goveming Body when the
discussion came on the budget of the Stafistical Bureau.



| also note that politicians, and often the public at large, have a sirong tendency fo question
or even o scoff at the results of sample surveys when their results are negafive from their
poirt of view, bul to believe and use them when the results are favourable,

| hully agree with Barbara A. Bailar's position (page 231) that statisticians are not to “fight™ to
remain relevant. It is my strong belief that stafislics are useful in the most noble sense, and
stafisticians should do their besl lo demonstrale the usefulness of their work: but they are not
to ight”, the idea being that i they cannot convince, maybe they are not as right a5 they think,
and in any way must respect fhe afiitude of the non-believers, even if they are comanced of
the comraciness of their thinking.

| bedieve that there is a formidable need for promotion of {or propaganda for) the collaction
and disseminafion of stafistics. Surely, the mockery lo which statistics and statisticians were
subjected for many years (Disrazli') has receded in many circles, but 5 shill going sfrong, as
i the mockery of waather forecasts.

The reeed to convince politicians, govermments, administralors, jpumalists and people at large
5 therelore still a major necessity if usefhul and impariial dala are o be producad in sufficient
quantity and quality o help a changing world to find its bearings. (But what & “usefulness™?
Successhul research on curing colds would bring considerable relief 1o humanity: it would b
ruch more useful than many other *useful® researches from any particular point of view, and
much less-from other points of view).

Mr. Nanopoulos describes adequalely {page 220, second paragraph) the characteristics that
slatisticians of the future should have, and while his considerafions seem 1o apply particularly
to national statishicians, they apply maybe even more so lo inleralional slatisicians.

Because stalisticians are human beings, with their beliefs, their national and personal
conviclions and interests, their “parochialism™ (Mr. Duncan's contribution, page 40), etz |
found in my lime lifle (if any) “nlemational spird™ in national siatistical organisations, and even
regonal orgamisations tend to develop a certain “nationalism™ of their own; the problem was
often warse in intemational organisations. Has the intemational feeling in the world evolved
much, and do nalional representatives at internafional meetings nowadays really believe in
the objectivity and independenca of international officials? | doubt so.

The problems created by the uncoordinaled nature of country participation (delegates) in the
numerous intermational governing bodies and “the relalive imponance given by diplomats and
career civil servants” and by “a larger slall mainly geared to policy, program and adminéstrative
isues. " o stafistical issues are considerzble (descriplion by Kenessey, pages 140 and 141).
But is it nof quile the same at inter-minéstry meetings at the national level?

The mainienance of “professional independence” of a stalistician i far from easy; in most
democratic countries, thera is itlle pressure on a slalisfician’'s work, although (as only one
example) it may be suggesied that il is inopportune (for the good of the nation) to publish a
paricular result at a parficuar fime; but one may think of the difficalties of the position of a



nalicnal statistician participating in an intemational meating, who agrees (from a technical
point of view) with & delegate or the meeting in generzl, but who has a mandalte fo defend a
posilicn contrary 1o his personal belief. il has happenad mare than once that a delegale had
no clear instructions, or no “stalistical” instructions, or no instructions at all, and strongly
defended views ignored rom his national organisation or even contrary 1o thal organisation's
(unknown) position.

3)  Organisation of Intemational Stalistical Activities.

Intemational work in the fisld of slatistics comprises the collection, analysis, publication and
companson of national of regional statistics and the promotion of valid infemational standards.
The problems involved are monumental and have consumed in the past century alot of ensrgy
and resources and will request in the future considerable imagination and energy of many to
make reasonable progress in this field in "the not oo distant huibure”.

The collzction of datais nomally the role of local or national bodies, with the possible exception
ol inter-national data such as migraion or customs data or data for direct internationsl
compansons (pices, wagas). A major advance in the international field would be to erdrust
an intermational body with the responsibility for the direct collaction of statistics conceming
more than one country, such as migration statislics, data on inlemational trade, ele, as well
as the collection of data from mulfinational enterprises: this [atter task would of course invalve
dilficulties ilustrative of tha problems emerging from a changing world, the economic and
political power of extralarge economic entities, and tha advantages of privacy or rather
gacrecy in the supply of information.

I bebeve thal aninfernalional body should attempt to maintain a permanent record (an annual
census?) of all statistical data collected in any coundry by official or private units, in order to
hedp ensurng exiended knowledge of existing data by all persons or groups interssted.
Combined with an objective analysis of the technical value of the data, i wouldthen be possible
to suggest what should or could be done about such data: dalstion, improvement, publicafion,
eic. This could help 1o avoid what | wilnessed more than once: an official body setting up the
collzction of dala already collecled elsewhere, in complete ignorance of tha exisling data. The
samg inlemalional body should set up various lists of necessary, uselul or interesting statistics -
which should or could be produced by countries, depending on their level of [slafislical)
developmeant.

The detailed analysis of the validity and usefulness of data should be one of the major tasks
of an independent infernational body. Such & body should be enlitied o produce not only
lechnical judgments on the validity or comectness of dala produced by national or regional
bodies but also on the meaning and non-meaning of dala: what main conclusions the data
show, and (maybe more imporiant) what they DO NOT show. How far can an international
organisation be authorised to go to refuse 1o publish "bad™ data? | met with this type of problem
and the decisions were taken onz by one wilhout referring to any basic principle nor to any
supervisary decision,



Anclher major role of intemational bodies is the elaboration of valid slandards and the
obleniion of comparable national data. Such bodies should also be enabled to defermine the
amount of comparabilily of national statistics and assist in the improvement of such
comparability | among the difficulties iwolved in this 125k is the commect delinition of the concept
and scope of comparability. In inlemmational work, whal is important s not comman
classifications oridentical definibons, but comparablz data: the distinclion may often b sublle,
bt i5 essential, much thought should be given to “comparable” versus “identical” data .

By whom should these tasks be aone?

Reading the note 4 of Kenesszsy on page 145, | recall suggesting to Patrick Loftus™, after a
commitiee meeting on ILO premises, sometime around 1964 or 19585, the sefting up of an
Internafional Slatislical Organisation regrouping all intemalional stabistical offices; he
appeared io be in sympathy with the idza, but | ceriainly did not have the approval of my
grganisation, nol any more than the UN would have approved of such a proposal, much more
for purely “corporalist” reasons than for reasons relafing lo persons, even il these reasons
could come inlo account.

At the present fime, international work in the field of sialistics is basically done by the 131 and
the slatistical offices of the international organisafions and regional bodies; there is no rezl
Intzrnational Statistical Organisation.

| do not believe, contrary o Mr. Nordbolien's statement (page 157) that enfrusting the
production of inlemationally comparable statistics 1o national offices, whatever the
coordination, would give the type of results really 2xpecied. Nor do | believe that the present
organisation (“The decentralized nature of international siatistics, and the proliferation of world
and regional bodies interesied and involved in stafistics”™, contribution by Kenessay page 119)
is the right solution.

It ks also clear in my mind that if those tasks were to be all entrusted to a single statistical body
attached to one of the current international arganisation (such as UNSTAT is) this body would
continue to encountzr insuperable difficulfies in oblzining valid and objective cooperation from
statistical units atachad lo olher organisations.

Moting the problems of varying possibilities of stalistical developmen! depending on
ceniralisad or deceniralisad systems, as Kenessey mentions (page 135) | am convinced that
the bast organisation would be a sort of dual system: an independent International Statistical
Organisation regrouping most if not all of the responsibilities of exsling slatistical offices in
the various international organisations, assisted by a netwark of slafistical antenna in each
international organisation.

21. Director of the UM Stafistical Offica in the 1960's and earky 19705,
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These anlennae, headed by an experienced statislician assisted by a reduced staff would: &)
supply all statistical information available 1o the Intemational Statistical Organisalion to the
various users in the organisation where it would be located; b) help this lafter organisation to
define its stalistical needs in convincing lemms for stalisticians so that the Inlemational
Statistical Organisation could take these needs comrectly and fully into account in the general
programming of work at e international level.

Of course, the administrative problems involved in such an organisation at the intermalional
|=vel are manifold: should the antenna be headed by statisticians detached from the slaff of
fhe Intemational Stafistical Organisation, or should they be full members of the staff of the
organisation fhey are to serve, or should they not have a dual status? [One should not insist
on the personal [or personnel) advantages of one or another system: the aim of a valid
organisation should not be the possible camier of individual statisticians, even if this factor
should not be neglected)

As far as saling standards is concamed, the Intemational Stalistical Congresses (1853-1876)
tried to arrive at intematicnally binding stalistical procedures on the basis of majority decisions
of the participating countries: this attempl had little chance of success because the right or
wrong technigue for the production of valuable data is not 2 matter of majority; for example,
in another field, one cannol decide validly that the earth is flal or round on the basis of a
majority vole, or if 50, the dacision will have no real valua nor future, It would seem worth while,
would it only be to avoid the recurrence of the same dificulties, fo analyze in defail (see
contribution by Kenessey, page 115) the reasons for which “an influential minority of couniries”

opposed active cooperation with 151, or why the cooperation between 151 and ILO was mildly
successhul,

It i5 true that the European Union establishes legal provisions of a binding nature for the
collection of data by its member countries; i this method can aclually be implemented, maybe
(presumably in a rather distant futurs], the mathod could be applied to other regional groups
and later at the international level. This assumes that countries would accepl a cerlain lype
of supranational decisions: are we there yet?

| have personally arrived at the conclusion that intemational conventions or recommendations
requiring formal ratification by countries (with its ngamarole of paperwork by minisiries of
toreign affairs and others) are not the rght method o use in order to develop valid national
and intemational stalistics, nor to produce internationally comparable data. (comments by
Kenessey on page 116 re the Intemaftional Convention on Economic Statistics go along the
same ne). | was impressed more than once by the lack of uselulness of many international
or regional conlerences, whers in many (most?) cases the delzgales, even when they were
trained statisficians (or particularly when they were) mainly defended what they thought or had
been told to think was their country's interests.

15! is an Intemational Academy of Statistics, and its role in the development and improvement
of statistics cannot be denizd; but it has no power per s2 on nafional or regional producers of



stalistics, let alone on financing bodies (except through the personal influence of IS| members,
which influence is however often considerable).

Many problems will remain if such an organisation of work at ine intemnational level as 1 suggest
should ever see the light of day: while the collection, analysis and publication of data would
clearly be the task of the Intenational Statistical Organisation, maybe the setting up of
international standards should be entrusted to the 1SI, where one could possibly find a wider
and mare objective view of needs and possibilities for the setfing up of valid technigues and
standards?

And then there is the problem of funding.

The collection, analysis and publication of any lype ol slalistic always involves a cosl, and the
funding of the production of national, regional or international statistics is a complex problem
with which | am not familiar (| was never a good “seller” of the need for funds to produce the
data which | thought was useful). However, | have the feeling thal it is first necessary fo
determine what data should be collected (making a difference between data “needed” and
data “demanded”), what are the costs of production and who is most likely to accept to bear
the expense.

However, the problem of obtaining resources for statistical work, while important, should not
be over-emphasized: similar problems occur in all activities whose practical resulls are not
immediately perceptible, such for example as spatial activities: yet, funds (much larger than
those devoted to statistics) are found. What is needed is to determine which data are essential,
needed or useful, regardiess (at least at first instance) of the means of obtaining the resources
needed to collect and process such data. (Mrs. Bailar indicates page 230 various possible
solutions to the problem of obiaining data through remuneration: the data-related
compensation seems to be a good solution).

4) AFew Other Uncoordinated Remarks.

A problem in international comparisons is due lo the fact that data are produced for national
entities, and are often presented only by “countries”, with the result that data are presented
for the United States as a whole as well as for Trinidad as a whole. A serious effort should be
made to obtain and publish data according to geographical breakdowns designed by the
economic. social or specific importance of a geographical entity, regardless of the political or
legal organisation of which it is a part.

Also, should comparable data be assembled for all countries on the same basis, or should
there be different standards or different levels of standards depending for instance on the level
of development (statistical or not) of the entity concerned?

The training of statisticians must take info account the formidable differences in culture, means

available and organisation of economy, social life and administration from one country 1o
another: thus, while in Denmark the completion of a survey of enterprises can be done by
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phone, wherever the location of an enterprise in the country, in some countries of Afnca the
problems of communication can completely prevent the collection of mformation.

Similarly, lechnical assistance 1o govemments (or rather to administrative units not necessarily
sufficiently controlled) in the field of stalistics (but maybe in many other fields) is a vast problem:
the decisions of receiving governments to reques! such assisiance, the use made by the
government of the expert or experts supplied, the conflicts between experts from different
organisations, the difficulties due to the modifications of interest of the various administrations
of the demanding govemment between the time the demand is formulated and the arrival «
the required experts, the control or lack of control of the experts and their work, eic, could be
the subject of a big book, and the analysis of this problem would produce a good illusiration
of the difficules encountered and to be encountered in the development of statistics at the
national and infernational level.

| have found no reference in the contributions presented to the Voorburg conlerence 1o the
important problem of language. Despite its importance, this problem is practically hushed in
all circles, or on the contrary brandished as a national cause for the defense of a culture or
country.

The techniques available to inlerpreters or translalors, and the expenence acquired by many
sialisticians and their helpers in the field of language are now of greal help. Bul the cosis
involved in presenting data and texts in a number of languages , especially for an inlernational
grganisation, are considerable and the results are offen unsatisfactory 1o the organisation or
1o the contribulor, or to both.

From my personal experisnce, | have concluded that stalisticians (but these consideralions
could most likely be applied to other fields) should accept that publications of an international
organisafion be presented in only one basic language, but that any written coninibution to an
interational meeting or organisation should also be mada available in the language of the
author, either by himseli, or by his country, of by other means. This presentation of any
contribution simultaneously in an “intemational” language and the language of the author will
be all the more important as well as difficult that the ideas to be communicated will be complex,
new, in contradiction with usually accepted ideas, efc.but is essenfial to ensure that the
conceptual views elaborated in any given language are not partiafly lost or modified by their
translation into another language.

It is of greal importance, and will be all the more important in the coming world, to fransmit
data 1o those who can or should use it it is not sufficient 1o produce valuable data, it is
imperative to put it at the disposal of the right users-to-be, without being excessively bound
by costs of dissemination; for instance, it is highly insufficient o inform a handiul of
non-directly-interested public thal a given stafistic is available and one can wonder whether
the present system (following a historical procedure) of intemnational Statistical Yearbooks is
not definitely obsolete in view of the development ol informatics, to which the great majority
of potential users have access.
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