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Does the production of official statistics need
to be a separate branch of Government or
should it remain within the Executive Branch
of Government?
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The title of session poses a very clear question,
namely: is it necessary for the production and dissem-
ination of official statistics to be undertaken outside
the Executive Branch of Government (EBG) in order
to ensure, on a sustainable basis, their impartiality and
freedom from untoward interference from political, ad-
ministrative and other stakeholders? This is not a new
question but it has become more pertinent in recent
years as official statistics have become more relevant to
the work of Government and indeed, more generally,
to the functioning of society in the modern information
age.

I am delighted to have been invited to discuss the
contributions of four eminent former colleagues to this
debate. They bring a wealth of experience and a wide
perspective to the discussion and this is reflected in
the papers they have presented. Andreas Georgiou puts
forward a strong case for placing the production of
official statistics outside the EBG, citing the judicial
system as an analogue. The nub of his argument is
that professional independence cannot be guaranteed
in a robust and sustainable manner unless the statisti-
cal agencies themselves are institutionally independent
in the fullest sense through their placement outside the
EBG. Pali Lehola, in drawing attention to the new chal-
lenging environment for statisticians in having to in-

teract in real time with politicians and other stakehold-
ers, points to the need for a safe space for them to op-
erate independently. On the other hand, Jean-Luc Tav-
ernier points to the situation in France as providing ev-
idence that official statistics can be produced in a pro-
fessionally independent manner by agencies operating
within the EBG. Dennis Trewin also argues that sta-
tistical agencies can function in a professionally inde-
pendent manner within the EBG and draws attention to
the other factors that can improve trust in statistics and
guarantee the independence of statisticians.

While there is, therefore, no consensus between the
authors on the optimal institutional arrangements for
the production of official statistics, all four clearly at-
tach a high priority to compliance with the principle
of professional independence and also display a deep
understanding of what it entails today to achieve such
compliance in practice. I believe that this is firm ev-
idence of the over-riding importance that is now at-
tached to complying with this principle in the design
of national statistical systems. In my view this reflects
the modern environment in which statisticians must
operate, where their outputs are increasingly used in
the management and monitoring of our societies and
economies. This was not always the case as I can re-
call no more than twenty-five years ago, when I first
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engaged intensively with these concepts, that the focus
was very much on narrower technical concepts such
as scientific or statistical independence. The principle
of professional independence goes beyond the focus
on technical issues, such as the choice of sources and
methods, to include the interactions and the relation-
ships with key stakeholders, notably government and
policy makers. It is this wider concept of independence
that we must keep in mind when we consider the ques-
tion posed in the session.

In essence, the question is around identifying the
best institutional arrangements for statistical agencies
in order to ensure that they can comply to the fullest ex-
tent in a sustainable manner with the statistical princi-
ple of professional independence. To address this ques-
tion, it is perhaps useful at the outset to look in broad
outline at the institutional arrangements that currently
apply, or conceivably could apply, in respect of the or-
ganization of the production official statistics. I would
identify the following four options:

1. NSI (and other producers) part of Ministries (ac-
countable to Minister)

2. NSI a separate independent agency within EBG
accountable to Government

3. NSI a separate independent agency within EBG
accountable to Parliament

4. NSI a separate independent agency outside EBG
Most National Statistical Institutes (NSIs) fit into

one of the first three categories above while the fourth
is what is proposed as the ideal by Andreas Georgiou.
For example, INSEE in France and the ABS in Aus-
tralia fall into the first category in that they are linked to
the Minister of Economy and Finance in France and the
Minister for Treasury in Australia. The CSO in Ireland,
where the Office is under the aegis of the Prime Minis-
ter, to emphasise its independence from Ministries, is
an example of a category 2 NSI. ELSTAT in Greece
and the ONS, reporting through the UK Statistics Au-
thority to Parliament, fall into the third category. I am
not aware of any NSI that currently could be consid-
ered as falling into category 4 so, from my perspec-
tive, implementing the proposal from Andreas Geor-
giou would be breaking new ground for the organisa-
tion of official statistics!

All other things being equal, it might be conjectured,
in line with the reasoning put forward by Andreas
Georgiou, that the degree of professional independence
is directly linked to the distance that the NSI is re-
moved institutionally from Government. Accordingly,
it might be expected that the level and sustainability of
professional independence should improve in moving

from category 1 to category 2 to category 3 situations.
Unfortunately, it is not possible to empirically test this
conjecture for a number of reasons. First, it is not
possible to make objective comparisons across coun-
tries because of different political, administrative, le-
gal and cultural environments. Secondly, as suggested
by Jean-Luc Tavernier and Dennis Trewin, a high level
of professional independence can be achieved by cat-
egory 1 NSIs so, therefore, real improvement, if any,
may be very marginal and hence difficult to detect. Fi-
nally, and perhaps most importantly, other factors may
have a significant influence on the degree of profes-
sional independence observed. Seltzer in his excellent
1994 paper1 identified ten factors which he suggested
contributed to maintaining statistical integrity. These
were: 1) long tradition of statistical integrity; 2) strong
links between statistical user and producer community;
3) uncensored and active journalism; 4) pre-announced
schedule of release dates; 5) active professional statis-
tical society encompassing statisticians in government,
academia and industry; 6) sound civil service system;
7) laws relating to the independent status of statistical
information and operations; 8) location of statistical
service within the governmental structure; 9) stature
and contractual status of the head of the statistical ser-
vice; and 10) international support. Many of these are
relevant to maintaining and sustaining professional in-
dependence and, indeed, most have been mentioned by
Dennis Trewin. However, only factors 7 to 9 inclusive
are directly related to the institutional status of the NSI
in the context of our discussions. It would be difficult,
if not impossible, to assess the combined potential im-
pact of the other factors, either in absolute or relative
terms, but I believe it is significant enough for them not
to be discounted.

In short, I find it difficult to produce evidence to sup-
port the assertion by Andreas Georgiou that the inde-
pendence of a statistical system outside the EBD would
be “much more robust” than any system within. Fur-
thermore, I would not agree with his assertion that “the
history of official statistics in the last 100 years is re-
plete with better and less well-known incidents of seri-
ous challenges to the professional independence of of-
ficial statistician”. Indeed, I would consider that such
cases have been relatively few and far between, partic-

1W. Seltzer, Politics and Statistics: Independence, Dependence or
Interaction? United Nations, Department of Economic and Social
Information and Policy Analysis, Working paper series No. 6. New
York. 1994. Available from: https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/FP-
Seltzer.pdf.
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ularly for countries where there is a strong tradition of
independence and trust in the statistical system.

From a practical perspective, there are also some key
questions to be considered before placing the statisti-
cal system outside the EBG. I would draw attention
to three: the status of the statistical system outside the
EBG; decentralised production of statistics; and the re-
liance on legislation to guarantee professional indepen-
dence.

In many countries agencies within the civil service
(i.e. the EBG) enjoy a higher status and power position
than those located outside. This can be due to the po-
litical and administrative culture and tradition within a
state. While the judicial system normally enjoys a high
status and respect everywhere, I do not believe that it
is a good analogue to cite as there are very particu-
lar circumstances applying to its situation. For exam-
ple, the role and status of the judicial system is often
set down in the National Constitution on a par with
the other branches of government. Instead, it might be
more realistic to look at the situation of regulatory and
other agencies that are situated outside the EBG to get
a more accurate assessment of how the statistical sys-
tem might fare.

The vast majority of national statistical systems in-
volve the production of official statistics outside the
NSI, in many cases in a decentralised manner by units
within government ministries. Typically, the propor-
tion of official statistics accounted for by these decen-
tralised producers can range from 20 to 50 percent. To
be consistent with the objective of Andreas Georgiou’s
proposal, the production of these statistics should also
be moved outside the EBG – presumably, to be under-
taken as part of an enlarged NSI. While such a change
could be envisaged, it would entail a far greater level of
disruption than simply changing the institutional status
of the NSI. On the other hand, if the NSI moved out-
side the EBG and the other producers remained within
this could lead to additional difficulties in coordinating
the National Statistical System in an effective manner.

Andreas Georgiou places a huge emphasis on adopt-
ing appropriate legislation to guarantee the profes-
sional independence of statistical production under-

taken outside the EBG. There is no doubt that such
legislation would be absolutely necessary, but the key
question is whether it would be sufficient in all cases?
I would tend to be somewhat negative on this score
as there are many examples of situations where deter-
mined politicians and other powerful interest groups
have circumvented, or ignored, laws in the pursuit of
their ends. Indeed, even the judicial systems have not
been immune from attacks on their independence in
some countries! Moreover, I would also suggest that
countries with a high regard for, and compliance with,
the law are more likely to be able to guarantee the pro-
fessional independence of their statistical systems irre-
spective of the institutional setting.

In conclusion, I believe that there is insufficient ev-
idence available to justify the need to move the pro-
duction of official statistics outside the EBG in order
to guarantee professional independence in a robust and
sustainable manner. Many countries have national sta-
tistical systems, operating in the EBG, that have been
fully compliant with the principle of professional inde-
pendence over prolonged periods and would have lit-
tle, if anything, to gain from such a move. Irrespective
of the institutional setting, incidents will occur from
time to time where the independence and integrity of
the statistical system may be challenged – all public
authorities, not just statistical agencies, are exposed to
such challenges and, in my opinion, there is no uni-
versal safeguard that will guarantee immunity. I would
support Dennis Trewin in calling for the development
of strategies to cope with such challenges when they
arise in order to minimise any negative impact. As a
final comment, I would suggest that the role and status
of the Head of the NSI is often critical in defending the
professional independence of the statistical system. In
my view there would be merit in examining how the
institutional and operational independence of the Head
might be enhanced in parallel with that of the over-
all statistical system. The visibility of the Head is also
very important and I would favour adopting titles such
as National Statistician or Australian Statistics in order
to achieve greater public recognition and acceptance of
the role.


