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Credibility and interference
in official statistics:
opposites at war

Credibility is the virtue that offices in charge of the 
production of official statistics, seek to promote. 
Interference by their political masters in matters 
other than the choice of priorities is what all heads 
of agencies where official statistics are produced 
seek to limit or outright avoid. Interference harms 
credibility. A world where official numbers are be-
lieved in and what they describe is acted upon is 
incompatible with high handed interference by 
entities or personalities foreign to the world of sta-
tistical production acting for motives which have 
nothing to do with the accuracy and reliability of 
statistical numbers.

Key words: credibility, political interference, official sta-
tistical, objectivity, impartiality, Chief Statistician.

La credibilidad es la virtud que las oficinas a cargo de la 
producción de estadísticas oficiales buscan promover. 
La interferencia por parte de sus autoridades políticas en 
temas que van más allá de la elección de prioridades es 
lo que todos los directores de institutos de estadística 
tratan de limitar o, de plano, evitar. La interferencia daña 
la credibilidad. Un mundo donde se cree en los números 
oficiales y en el cual lo que describen tiene implicaciones 
para la toma de decisiones es incompatible con la inter-
ferencia arbitraria por parte de entidades o personalida-
des externas al mundo de la producción de estadísticas 
actuando por motivos que no tienen que ver con la pre-
cisión y confiabilidad de las cifras estadísticas. 

Palabras clave: credibilidad, interferencia política, es-
tadísticas oficiales, objetividad, imparcialidad, jefe de 
Estadística. 
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What we should know about the 
context

In this paper, a verbal presentation of which was 
delivered at the celebrations organized by INEGI             
on the occasion of the World Statistics Day, I con-
sider the special reasons that make credibility such 
an important virtue. Additionally, I examine the ma-
jor types of political interference and proceed to re-
view what in the armoury of legal devices exists that 
could strengthen government statistical offices so 
as to make them less vulnerable to political attack. I 
find that internal efforts even when supported inter-
nationally may be insufficient. As a result, I advocate 
a multinational or regional initiative and argue that 
it is in the national interest to back such an initiative 
whatever the apparent short term gains of consent-
ing to undue interference.

What triggered my proposal to deal with the mat-
ter of interference were two recent and indepen-
dent episodes in which the inviolability that statisti-
cal agencies had customarily taken for granted was 
tampered with. But as anyone who has experience 
working with such agencies, it is inviolability that 
they require if they are to retain the virtues of objec-
tivity and impartiality. In one case, that of Canada, 
the Government broke a longstanding tradition 
of leaving the choice of technical methods in the 
hands of the head of the government statistical 
agency (referred to below as the Chief Statistician). 
The rules of the quinquennial Census of Population 
were changed on the grounds of respect for indi-
vidual privacy from compulsory response subject 
to sanction to voluntary against the best profes-
sional advice. In the other case, the Government of 
Argentina frustrated by the statisticians’ continued 
refusal to disclose individual information to the gov-
ernment officials in charge of fighting inflation, took 
over the production of the Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) in a vain attempt to improve control over the 
rise of internal prices. 

Throughout the piece and particularly in the se-
cond of the two incidents featured in the previous 
paragraph, no agency outside the country found a 
way of expressing disappointment and much less 

outright censure of what was a manifest violation 
of the freedom of choice statistical agencies had 
enjoyed traditionally. There was discussion of the 
matter at a special session of the 42nd session of the 
UN Statistical Commission.� The International Mo-
netary Fund (IMF) criticized the same actions 
without making their retraction a condition for fu-
ture talks. The United Nations Statistics Division ex-
pressed no views and continued to invite a delega-
te of Argentina to attend sessions of its Statistical 
Commission. A few individual protests were heard 
in the months that followed the Canadian events 
and sharp critical words condemned the actions of 
the Government of Argentina in the pages of The 
Economist.� No complaints was brought to the at-
tention of the public on the grounds that citizens 
in Argentina and to a lesser extent in Canada were 
being deprived of their right to sound, objective 
and impartial information.

These two incidents are examples of govern-
ments taking action of an unprecedented nature 
and changing the relations they previously main-
tained with their respective statistical agencies. That 
change is incompatible with improvements, be they 
in the relations of trust between government and 
public servants or in the quality of the statistics that 
finally get to see the light of day or else on the pre-
disposition by the statistical office to take initiatives 
designed to improve the quality of general informa-
tion placed at the disposal of the public. 

The break with the past is all the more surprising 
as it comes in the wake of a number of steps in the 
opposite direction taken by international organiza-
tions. Thus, the UN took the decision to draft, seek ap-
proval for, and finally promulgate the ten Fundamen-
tal Principles of Official Statistics;� and the IMF egged 
on by the perceived consequences of the balance of 
payments crisis in Mexico and the perceived inability 
of the statistics to show glimmers of the impending 
crisis on the horizon, developed what would turn 

�	 See High Level Forum on Official Statistics, UN Statistical Commission 42nd Session and 
especially Jean Louis Bodin: Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics: Threats and 
Responses.

�	 See “Argentina’s Great Statistical Swindle” in The Economist, 25 February 2012.
�	 See United Nations Statistical Commission, Special Session, April 1994.
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out to be the SDDS and the GDDS.� Notwithstand-
ing the importance of the steps taken respectively by 
the United Nations and the IMF, the fact remains that 
interventions in the way member countries manage 
their official statistics, even those that spill over and 
affect the statistical information provided by their 
neighbours, remain few, and weak. 

The UN complemented the creation of the Fun-
damental Principles with a revision of the Hand-
book of Statistical Organization� but the scope of 
the revision did not go beyond the law and the in-
stitutional scope of a centralized statistical office. It 
said anothing about how to act internally or exter-
nally in the face of outright violation of provisions 
embedded in national statistical legislation or in 
the UN’s Fundamental Principles. The question that 
remains is if the Fundamental Principles and the 
Handbook were written today, would they retain 
the same reticence in the face of identified threats 
to the fundamental integrity of statistical informa-
tion? The answer is far from clear.

The question of credibility

The question of credibility is the central question of 
statistics because there is no practical way of find-
ing out whether what the statistical agency pub-
lishes is correct or not. 

The definition of credibility which is most effec-
tive is to maximize users’ interest in what the data 
mean and minimize their propensity to discuss how 
the data were estimated. I owe this definition to 
Jack Triplett (in speech rather than in writing) who 
applied it to Statistics Canada. In his story, some-
one was asked how he knew that such-and-such 
was the case and the reply was “...because Statistics 
Canada said so”. The answer was regarded as a dis-
cussion-clincher by both parties. More importantly, 
one of the strongest bonds that keeps the Canadian 

�	 The  Special Data Dissemination System and the General Data Dissemination System 
are both IMF standards designed to ensure that statistics required for the international 
monitoring of national economies are not interfered with by undue Government inter-
vention in the normal statistical process.

�	 Statistics Division, United Nations: Handbook of Statistical Organization , Third Revision 
2007.

federation together consists of Federal-Provincial 
transfers –from the richest provinces to the poorest 
so as to guarantee a minimum standard to all Ca-
nadians. Political arbitrariness is prevented largely                        
by the application of a complicated statistical for-
mula the components of which are certified by the 
Chief Statistician of Canada. The fact that the sys-
tem stays unchallenged is proof of the agency’s 
credibility in the most delicate of matters.

A very special circumstance affects official statis-
tics. There is no practical way of verifying if statistics 
are right or wrong. It stands to reason that a Census 
cannot be replicated. Smaller household or busi-
ness inquiries do not lend themselves to replication 
either and in any case no one other than the statisti-
cal agency is legally entitled to conduct the inqui-
ries that lead to official statistics. At best one might 
track the Consumer Price Index, but even then the 
sheer weight of numbers would make it virtually 
impossible for another agency to attempt to rep-
licate the official results. These reasons lead to the 
conclusion that we either believe what the official 
agency tells us or we do not but proper verification 
lies beyond anyone’s capabilities.

If we believe official statistics this is because we 
also believe that the statistical agency has the re-
quired complement of competent staff members 
who do the right things, in the right sequence, and 
at the right time. Observation may tell us whether 
the public when acting as respondent to a statisti-
cal inquiry, tends to do so truthfully whether out of 
civic duty or out of fear of sanction. But that is sel-
dom more than an impression. We may also believe 
that the staff of a statistical agency would not fudge 
what figures it gives out to measure the quality of 
its results out of moral integrity that we assume 
them to have. It is therefore no more than a belief 
that leads us to trust what the agency says about 
sampling variance, non-response rate, rate of impu-
tation and so on. 

Credibility is earned over time. But it can be 
lost “in one afternoon” to paraphrase what was 
said about the British navy. Credibility can be 
lost for purely internal reasons or else through 
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external intervention. The two should not be ad-
dressed in the same manner. 

Because we cannot verify the statements that 
come out of a statistical agency, be they about facts or 
about quality, we can only opt for being vigilant and 
see if the data published are inconsistent or outright 
contradictory. Thus the organizing role of the system 
of national accounts is of unique importance to the 
critical user anxious to see that it lies at the heart of 
official economic statistics. Moreover, the national ac-
counting framework has the unique advantage of re-
lying on independent individual statistics to reach the 
same total in two or three distinct ways. No doubt, this 
feature is among the most important for confidence 
building. 

Without going into details, the Census of Popula-
tion provides a role which while far from identical to 
that of the national accounts has some similarities vis-
a-vis social statistics. It supports household surveys 
by providing them with sampling weights.  Statistics 
on employment derived from household surveys and 
after being weighted with factors taken from the Cen-
sus can be confronted with production statistics with 
which they are roughly correlated; and production 
statistics are part of the core of the national accounts. 
Any flagrant contradiction of these relationships raises 
a question mark about the professional credibility of 
the statistical agency.

But losses of credibility through technical incom-
petence may be small and typically are local. An 
error detected by a blatant contradiction involving 
employment and output of widgets is not neces-
sarily a wholesale condemnation of the statistical 
agency responsible for it. At most such an error 
may suggest that there is an atmosphere of neglect 
within the official agency that stands in the way of 
thorough checking and quality control before sta-
tistics meet the public eye. 

But a moral error could have more devastating 
consequences. Suppose that there were an inter-
nal memorandum leaked to the press and showing 
very clearly that quality attributes such as response 
rates are routinely manufactured and bear no re-

lationship to the real count.  Surely such a finding 
could bring down the entire statistical edifice for 
the simple reason that if such a practice were enter-
tained in one case, as far as the public is concerned, 
it could be entertained in all instances. 

Whether caused through loss of moral integrity 
or because of careless or slipshod quality control, 
errors that are detected by third parties undermine 
the credibility of the statistical agency not only for 
those statistics that were found wanting but just 
about for everything else the agency produces. 
There is no merit in trying to convince the world 
outside the statistical agency that the error found 
in one part of the agency was somehow sealed off 
from the rest of the agency’s activities.

Normally these matters are addressed through 
a series of short and longer term measures. For ex-
ample, if the lack of quality control is systemic, it is 
literally the head of the agency that is on the chop-
ping block. Where the offense is local, the rolling of a 
few minor heads may be sufficient “pour encourager 
les autres”. Among the longer term measures a call 
on outside experts to vet the tightness of the pro-
cedures and additional training may be sufficient 
to prevent agency credibility from being further 
eroded. These measures are usually as important 
internally to avoid repetition of what caused the up-
roar in the first place as to reassure the users that 
the matter is taken seriously and is being dealt with. 
Perception is as important as the underlying reality.

What should we know about 
interference?

A more insidious loss of credibility results from per-
ceived interference with the statistical agency’s pro-
gramme, methods, announcements, and at times but 
more seldom, the agency’s results. The interference 
–perceived or real– is from government and its mo-
tives can be guessed. The numbers that fall immedi-
ately under suspicion are those for inflation (much too 
low); the rate of unemployment (equally low); the rate 
of real growth (much too high); the number of cons-
truction completions (too high); the number of bank-

� REALIDAD, DATOS Y ESPACIO    REVISTA INTERNACIONAL DE ESTADÍSTICA Y GEOGRAFÍA



ruptcies (too low) and so on. Moreover, personal an-
ecdotes are brought up as refutations of whatever the 
agency announces in fields perceived to be critical for 
the government and once these anecdotes become 
public because the press believes there is substance 
to them or nowadays because they enter the blogo-
sphere and may be dressed up to sound like universal 
truths, the interference whatever its scale can have 
very negative consequences.

There is no generally agreed taxonomy to classify 
the various types of interference from an outside 
body. Usually the interfering agent is the Minister 
Responsible although there are instances of third 
parties that have sought to interfere. For example, 
in a crisis the Government may create a body with 
extraordinary powers –an intelligence agency, a 
Court in charge of special matters, a Board with 
special powers to fix prices, control or regulate pro-
duction and so on. Any of these bodies is likely to 
collide with the confidentiality provisions of the 
statistical legislation and in a parliamentary system 
it would take Parliament or the Supreme Court to 
break the legal impasse. But leaving aside emer-
gency situations there are at least three types of 
attempted (not always successful) interference by 
the Minister Responsible which can be found in just 
about every country with a long enough history of 
official statistics.

1.	The muzzle
2.	The handcuffs
3.	The takeover

The “muzzle” is an attempt by the political arm of 
Government to prevent or to delay from publication 
a statistic that is ready to be published. The nature of 
the official motivation for the attempt varies widely. 
It could range from the perception that publication 
would inflict a blow on a genuine national interest 
to a trivial concern for the Ministry or the party in 
power. Either way it would present a challenge to 
the head of the statistical agency, one which would 
compel him to weigh the inevitable loss of credi-
bility against the harm that the published number 
would be likely to cause. The following two exam-
ples illustrate the point. The government is commit-

ted to a policy of stimulus for employment but the 
latest number on the rate of unemployment shows 
a dramatic rise. The government is aware of the pos-
sibility and puts pressure on the statistical office to 
qualify the number as seasonal and dismiss its im-
portance in any assessment of longer term trends 
in the labour market. It may threaten the Chief Stat-
istician with budgetary retaliation should he fail to 
comply.  In the second example, the Government 
has adhered to a UN policy of trade sanctions im-
posed on a rogue regime but traders are continu-
ing to violate the agreed policy. The Government 
requests the statistical agency to take the Customs 
records and reclassify the boycotted destination to 
“Other countries”.

In the case of “handcuffs”, the Government 
tries to prevent a regular survey from taking place 
or else tries to prevent a question in the said sur-
vey from being asked. In this instance the Govern-
ment after allowing a commitment to be made to 
the public, attempts to get the statistical agency
to go back on the commitment without stating 
that it has bowed to government pressure. The 
following example illustrates the point. The party 
in power was elected on the basis of a promise to 
improve the lot of the rural population by provi-
ding it with better access to public services. But it 
has failed to act on its pre-electoral promises. The 
Opposition is aware of this and clamours for the 
inclusion of a question on access to public services 
in one of the statistical agency’s regular surveys. 
The statistical agency is ready to comply but the 
Government “handcuffs it” before it has a chance 
to alter the regular questionnaire.

Lastly, there is the physical takeover of the sta-
tistical agency of which there is a live example in 
the Latin American region. In this instance, Gov-
ernment officials occupy the physical space of the 
statistical agency and either force the regular em-
ployees to comply with new rules even if those ru-
les are in defiance the national legislation as well 
as of the Fundamental Principles or else to be re-
placed by more flexible recruits ready to produce 
figures that are “made to measure”. In any of these 
instances the loss of credibility is sudden and ge-
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neral. Usually the targeted figures are those that 
measure the rate of inflation and unemployment 
as a percentage of the labour force. But once it is 
established that any one of those statistics is fabri-
cated, all else becomes suspicious in the public’s 
eye. In such circumstances, if there is a genuine will 
to regain credibility the measures that are neces-
sary apply to legislation, institutional design, and 
lines of accountability in addition to what internal 
measures are also adopted.

The state of the defence 
mechanisms

Usually, the legislation is much too weak on the fol-
lowing three key issues:

1.	Appointment and mandate of a Chief 
Statistician.

2.	Constitution of a Council to rule over, coordi-
nate and eventually integrate the entire sta-
tistical system.

3.	Definition of proper relations between Mi-
nister Responsible and Chief Statistician.

Let us take these points one by one and examine 
what is wanted as compared to the situation on the 
ground. Chief Statisticians in many instances are ap-
pointed at pleasure and serve so long as the Minis-
ter who appointed them is in charge. The “Minister” 
is that member of the executive who holds political 
responsibility for the statistical agency. In some ca-
ses “Minister” is the head of the executive –President 
or Prime Minister.  Once the Minister is appointed, 
he (generic for he or she...) or his staff prepares a 
list of known sympathizers, people who hold the 
Minister’s confidence, and among them select one 
to take over the statistical establishment.  There is 
no evidence that in the many countries in which this 
procedure has been adopted traditionally it pro-
duced consistently high quality management, sta-
bility and continuity. Those Governments that are 
more keenly aware of the dangers inherent in the 
traditional system replaced it by a mandate system, 
one in which the director’s contract is for a fixed pe-
riod but can be renewed.

The required qualifications for a new Chief Stat-
istician are a permanent issue of contention. Some 
Ministers believe that a moderate familiarity with 
quantitative methods is what matters and is bound 
to be sufficient but others require a more formal 
acquaintance with statistical techniques and would 
look at the academic world as the source of choice. 
There are few cases where the requirements include 
evidence of high level managerial skills combined 
with thorough familiarity with any one of econo-
mics, demography, sociology or marketing. Lastly, 
in a wide majority of countries including some 
members of the OECD, there is no tradition of an or-
ganized search for suitable candidates based on ob-
jective requirements and a professional judgement 
about personal suitability. Rather, selection is made 
by word of mouth references which are sometimes 
effective but on average less than adequate. 

The existence, composition, mandate and oper-
ating rules for a Statistical Council are just as vague 
and inconsistent as the search for a Chief Statistician 
although there are many examples of Acts that in-
clude the formation, composition, and operation of 
a Council. There are several areas of concern which 
warrant examination individually. Firstly, there is the 
Council’s composition. The majority of Councils dis-
cussed in the legislation have a fixed membership 
selected by making sure that each Ministry that op-
erates a statistical programme be represented in ad-
dition to representations from cross- Government 
institutions. Needless to say that the more specific 
the enumeration of Council members the less likely 
its chances of meeting regularly and discussing a 
jointly agreed agenda or for that matter agreeing 
on any agenda other than at a very general level. 
There is seldom any provision for enforcing Coun-
cil’s regular meetings; no provision for delegation 
(typically when Councils meet on the few occasions 
they do, the original delegate has handed down the 
responsibility to several levels below his own and as 
a result the participants’ role is no better than that 
of a tape recorder). The Council has no specific ob-
jectives such as ensuring coordination of inquiries 
or use of the same version of the standard classifica-
tions and it is not the Council that discusses or de-
liberates over the national response to international 
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initiatives. And yet an active Council presided over 
by someone with generally acknowledged prestige 
can create a very useful space between the Chief 
Statistician and the Minister above all when there 
are sharp divisions of opinion. It can also restrain 
the Minister from acting too impulsively whenever         
an opportunity is found to replace a Chief Statisti-
cian whose performance is judged to be sub-par.  
But for the Council to act in the most effective man-
ner, its members must be selected in a way such that 
they can converge (not the case if each member is 
given narrowly defined terms of reference designed 
to ensure that in any division of resources each of 
the agencies represented receives some propor-
tional share irrespective of needs and priorities). 
Meetings must be regular. The President of Council 
must have access to the Minister. The Council must 
act as a watchdog in all matters regarding the effi-
ciency and equity of the Chief Statistician’s manage-
ment and finally the Council must be morally and 
technically unassailable so that it escapes from be-
coming an object of political criticism particularly in 
the eyes of the press.

Before leaving the subject of the Council’s man-
date, a word about coordination and integration is 
in order. The existence of a Council is particularly 
desirable where there are various centres within 
the Government that run statistical activities. Such 
initiatives are likely to be most effective where 
there are rules and standards and the comparison 
among statistics is not inhibited by barriers such 
as incompatible classifications, inconsistent delin-
eations of economic units, and wide differences in 
the standards applied to sample survey design. The 
function of the Council, in addition to promoting a 
consistent programme free of duplications and rea-
sonably free of glaring omissions is to ensure that all 
statistical activities are performed under the same 
conceptual umbrella and to earn the necessary res-
pect and prestige to rule in favour of a coordinated 
approach and have the ruling accepted. 

The last of the subjects on the list of Council func-
tions is the creation of a space between Minister and 
Chief Statistician –to all intents and purposes a space 
between employer and employee– it being clear 

that their respective goals do not coincide. In fact, 
the professional code of conduct of the statistician 
may be fundamentally opposed to the behaviour 
expected by the politician. In the event, it is best for 
both and of course best in the interests of institu-
tional credibility if their relations are mediated by a 
body that both perceive to be impartial, both res-
pect, and everybody considers to be legitimate. 

And finally there is the matter of what are proper 
relations between Minister and professional head 
of the statistical agency. The Council is not and can-
not be a standing body. At best it may meet twice 
a year. It can designate a sub-committee consisting 
of its enthusiasts to meet somewhat more often 
but that is as far as it goes. This leaves the matter 
of day-to-day business on which the Minister must 
be consulted and conversely on which the Minister 
may require an opinion from the Chief Statistician. 
No outside mediator or facilitator for such meet-
ings exists and it would be foolish to try and ap-
point one. There are a number of devices that have 
been used with variable success in countries with 
a highly developed statistical system. There may 
be a member of the Minister’s personal staff who is 
appointed as liaison officer between the two hier-
archies. There may be an official appointed by the 
Chief Statistician to liaise with his counterpart. But 
usually the volume of business does not justify such 
appointments and should problems arise involving 
simultaneously the two agencies, it is proper for the 
principals to get involved at an early stage. Another 
device tried in Canada but discontinued after a few 
years and a few Cabinet changes was for the Prime 
Minister to instruct his Minister Responsible to 
adopt an arm’s length policy vis-a-vis the statistical 
agency. But a serious risk implied by this scheme is 
for business to end up in the Prime Minister’s office 
whether its nature justifies it or not. And because 
Prime Ministers and Presidents are usually very 
busy, the problem would have to go away, remain 
unresolved, or else be solved by officials who are 
neither politicians nor statisticians but just happen 
to be around. 

There is no easy solution to the problems that 
stem from a fundamental difference of priorities 
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and understanding between politicians and pro-
fessionals trained in a discipline that by its intrinsic 
nature commits them to impartiality. One can only 
hope that circumstances do not create a problem 
that both parties view as acute and fundamental 
but prefer radically different solutions to get rid of it.  
One practical idea for a standing Chief Statistician 
on welcoming a new Minister is to make matters 
very plain insofar as boundaries of responsibility are 
concerned. Making matters plain comprises neces-
sarily a full briefing on what is proper for the Chief 
Statistician to do, what he cannot do even if asked, 
and what would force him to submit his resigna-
tion. Such a briefing would touch upon disclosure 
of individual performance or identity (no); advance 
submission of key releases asking the Minister for 
approval of the language used (no); and providing a 
full and detailed account of what is behind each of 
the key aggregates short of breaking confidentiality 
rules (yes). Of course, if both parties are new to their 
job and know each other things are easier in that 
it will be natural for them to work out rules of har-
monious co-existence. Either way, an initial defining 
conversation involving the understanding that each 
has of his mandate is pretty much essential.

There are more fundamental ways of protecting 
statistical work from thoughtless interference. One 
of these ways which will warrant study and ongo-
ing friendly observation is that pioneered in Mexico 
as part of the overhaul of its statistical legislation. It 
consists in giving a great deal of administrative inde-
pendence to the statistical agency and to define it 
as autonomous in the legislation while recognizing 
that it is still under the purview of the Treasury for 
its operating budget. But at the same time the new 
legislation allows the agency to own what buildings, 
machinery and transport equipment are required to 
discharge its mandate and to manage its budget 
including the fraction of earned income which it is 
allowed to keep. It still remains to be tested whether 
in situations where there are many producers of 
statistics, including official statistics, the solution 
of becoming quasi-autonomous is compatible 
with playing an unchallenged role in coordinating 
statistics produced by others, accessing adminis-
trative registers, and influencing their design, and 

imposing internationally agreed standards on all 
producers of statistics located in the public sector.�

The role of international agencies

The story behind the drafting and promulgation of 
the United Nations’ Fundamental Principles must be 
told and taken into account in the design of defence 
mechanisms. Those countries that were in the orbit 
of the now extinct Soviet Union did not have a solid 
tradition of autonomy in the choice of scope and 
methods, in the preservation of confidentiality, and in 
keeping the rest of government at bay when pub-
lishing results of highly sensitive inquiries. And yet, 
they were sufficiently convinced of the merits of the 
Western traditions in the way official statistics were 
dealt with to wish them implemented in their own 
countries. In this respect the Fundamental Prin-
ciples were a boon in that Chief Statisticians could 
approach their political masters and point to the 
Principles that were issued by the United Nations 
and applied to all countries irrespective of their his-
tory or traditions.  Similar efforts could take place in 
a collective attempt to reduce attempts by Govern-
ment to interfere or to reduce the probability of suc-
cessful interventions. Naturally there is no fool-proof 
way of countering Government attempts because in 
the end Governments have the means to force the 
issue. Legislative counter-measures by their very na-
ture are too slow and ponderous to work effectively. 
By the time all parties comply with the rules of evi-
dence and with the deliberations of the legislators or 
judges concerned, the crisis has blown away.  What 
remains though are the Government’s punitive bud-
getary measures designed to remind a daring Chief 
Statistician of where real power lies. 

The United Nations family of agencies wields an 
extensive range of publications the dissemination 
of which is of great importance because they are the 
authoritative source of international comparisons. 
The legitimacy of these comparisons derives from the 
application of the same standards and the same con-
ceptual frameworks. The inclusion of a statistic feared 

�	 Handbook of Statistical Organization, Third Revision: Chapter III The Statistical System.
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to be contaminated by malpractice in the compara-
tive tables published by members of the UN family 
is a threat to all others. The creation of a regional or 
sub-regional total with contaminated statistics is to 
be feared particularly by those whose scrupulous 
application of international standards makes them 
subject to the greatest harm relative to their wishes 
and objectives. Accordingly, interested countries 
might adopt a proposal consisting of the following                 
two stages:

1.	 If there is reasonable doubt about the integrity 
of one or more official statistics produced by any 
member-country, the United Nations Statistics 
Division should have its own version of the IMF’s 
Article IV so that it can ask whether the targeted 
country is willing to host an evaluation commis-
sion to look into the allegations that prompted 
the question;

2.	 In the absence of a clear reply, the Statistics 
Division would resort to a form of quarantin-
ing the country’s statistics. In an initial phase 
it could footnote the numbers in question. 
This could escalate to a stage where none of 
the country’s statistics are part of any sub-re-
gional or regional totals carried by the Division 
in its regular publications. As a last step, the 
country’s statistics could be banned from all 
international statistical publications and in the 
columns or rows earmarked for it there would 
be the reference that the statistics in question 
are not judged to be sufficiently reliable by the 
international statistical community. 

	
		  Hopefully, the majority of situations would 

not require to be treated in this fashion. But the 
consequences of the process would go further 
than simple publication. For example, no coun-
try under quarantine could qualify for Paris 21� 
review and endorsement. Presumably the IMF 
would require a normalization of the situation 
before undertaking any evaluation of the coun-
try’s trade and payments or the health of its in-
ternal economy. The World Bank or the regional 
development bank concerned would not enter-

�	 http://www.paris21.org/

tain any loans until such time as it could review 
a certified set of statistics and so on. This differs 
from the current situation where resort is to the 
IMF without going through a more neutral pro-
cess of advice, warning and evaluation.

Regional versus Global initiatives

There is no tradition in the affairs of the international 
statistical community of anything like what is pro-
posed in the previous paragraphs and if the Statis-
tics Commission were hit cold by a proposal along 
these lines the chances are that it would reject it as 
an unwanted example of undue and unwarranted 
interference in the domestic affairs of member 
countries. It is possible that a similar proposal might 
fare better if it were dealt with by regional bodies 
and only after having tried their persuasive powers 
should the proposal be tabled for review by the Se-
cretariat of the Commission. 

Either way, though, participants in the next meet-
ing of the United Nations Statistics Commission 
may wish to sound out their colleagues. There are 
many participants who are justifiably concerned 
about the dangers of contagion. And there are just 
as many who fear the consequences of making it ap-
parent to rogue Governments that they can act with 
impunity. Whereas it is entirely reasonable to act 
with prudence and at a measured pace it is neither 
reasonable nor prudent to tolerate the permanence 
of unacceptable institutional situations and to let 
them to fester the time it takes to inflict irreparable 
damage. 

8 November 2010. London, Ontario
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