Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on quality management for European statistics, adopted by the Commission on 6 June 2012
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6.
Background of the resolution: The Resolution builds on the Commission Communication 'Towards robust quality management for European statistics' (COM(2011) 211) in which the Commission confirmed its firm commitment to ensure high quality of European statistics produced at national and European level, in particular by strengthening the statistical governance framework and by applying a more proactive approach to surveillance of public finance data. It also refers to the recently reinforced role of European statistics and Eurostat with regard to the enhanced economic governance framework, in particular the surveillance of fiscal policies and monitoring of macroeconomic imbalances.

7.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution fully supports both the diagnosis provided and measures proposed in Communication COM(2011)211. It underlines the importance of the following aspects and actions:

· it supports the Commission's intention of proposing amendments to Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 of the European Parliament and of the Council on European statistics, in which elements of the revised European Statistics Code of Practice would be incorporated and competencies of national statistical institutes (NSI) vis-à-vis the governments better distinguished;

· it emphasises that NSI must not only be statutorily independent, but also effectively separated from political interferences;

· it welcomes the Commission's intention to increase trust in official statistics by establishing a legal framework for 'Commitments on Confidence in Statistics';

· it supports the proposed gradual transition from a corrective to a preventive approach to quality management of European statistics, in particular in public finance statistics;

· it calls on Eurostat to pursue the standardisation of public accounting systems based on a feasibility analysis.

Furthermore, the resolution goes beyond Communication COM(2011)211 and calls on the Commission to take a number of further actions to tackle specific issues, notably:

· it welcomes the independent supervision of Eurostat and the European Statistical System (ESS) by the European Statistical Governance Advisory Board (ESGAB), and calls on Eurostat (and NSI) to implement recommendations put forward in ESGAB's 2011 report;

· it emphasises the need to safeguard the independent status of Eurostat;

· it encourages Eurostat to strengthen the cooperation with national courts of auditors, and calls on the Commission to present proposals ensuring their greater independence and coherence in the competences with regard to verification of upstream public finance data, and strengthening the coordinating role of the European Court of Auditors;

· it calls on the Commission to provide assistance and expertise to Member States facing research constraints and methodological obstacles with a view to ensuring provision of high-quality data;

· it urges Eurostat to look for ways to make its online database and publications more user-friendly;

· it emphasises the need for Eurostat to ensure transparency with regard to employment of officials, contract staff and national experts.

8.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The Commission has already taken action that will respond to paragraphs 1, 3, 4 and 11 of the Resolution by adopting, on 17 April 2012, a proposal for a Regulation amending the Statistical Law of the Union (Regulation (EC) No 223/2009). The amendments proposed are meant to safeguard the credibility of statistics produced both at national and European level by reinforcing the professional independence of statistical offices and by clarifying their coordinating role in the national statistical systems. Furthermore, a legal basis for Commitments on Confidence in Statistics, which were put forward in Communication COM(2011)211 as a political tool supporting the improvement of compliance with the European Statistics Code of Practice, has been proposed to obtain a sufficiently high level of visibility and impact, and to enable them to fulfil their envisaged role.  As requested in paragraph 4 of the Resolution, this proposal introduces in law certain elements of the European Statistics Code of Practice, notably the principle of professional independence. The proposal has been submitted to the Parliament and Council.

The Commission is fully committed to further improving the quality of European statistics. An important element for that purpose is the modernisation of production methods addressed in paragraph 5 of the Resolution. The Commission proposed in its Communication COM(2009) 404, a vision for production methods of EU statistics for the next decade. This vision focuses on rationalisation of data production processes and clearly leans on considerations related to their cost-effectiveness. Eurostat, in cooperation with its partners of the European Statistical System (ESS), has already run a number of feasibility studies and consultations on practical solutions needed to translate the vision into reality. Furthermore, the proposal for a European statistical programme 2013-2017, as adopted by the Commission on 21 December 2011 and submitted to the Parliament and the Council, is the first multiannual statistical work programme fully consistent with this novel approach. Its implementation in the proposed form is expected to significantly improve the cost-effectiveness of European statistics production methods by combining available information across institutions and statistical domains.

In the context of these challenges and the clear need to preserve and further improve the quality of European statistics, the Commission is already providing assistance and possibilities for exchange of expertise within the ESS, as referred to in paragraph 2 of the Resolution. The ESS Committee and various technical working groups are widely used to share problems encountered, solutions identified and best practices collected by Member States. Eurostat contributes there with its own expertise and strategic initiatives. A limited amount of financial support in the form of grants is also available from the Commission. However, it can be provided to Member States only according to the Union's financial rules clearly defining the eligible projects.

The key importance of the quality of government finance statistics for the enhanced economic policy coordination in the Union as emphasised in several paragraphs of the Resolution is a concern fully shared by the Commission. This is illustrated, inter alia, by the already existing possibility for the Commission (Eurostat) to express reservations with regard to certain data at the time of publication of the bi-annual notifications, as referred to in paragraph 7 of the Resolution. In addition, Eurostat publishes reports of its missions relating to the Excessive Deficit Procedure (EDP) on its website. The reports include a detailed analysis of the potential drawbacks of these statistics and the action plan necessary to resolve them.

In paragraphs 6 and 19 the Parliament calls on the Commission to ensure that public accounting systems are established in a standardised manner while the feasibility of such standardisation in all Member States should be proved. Indeed, the quality of EDP statistics is in a large part dependent on the adequacy of the underlying public accounting systems. The Commission (Eurostat) promotes accrual accounting, as required by the European System of Accounts (ESA). In accordance with Article 16.3 of Council Directive 2011/85/EU, on behalf of the Commission, Eurostat coordinates a study on the suitability of the accrual based International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) for the Member States. On 17 February 2012 a public consultation open to the numerous stakeholders concerned was launched. Its results will be used together with the input from public accounting authorities of Member States, in order to prepare an objective report including a global costs and benefits analysis of a migration to IPSAS-like accounting in all Member States.

As addressed in paragraph 12 of the Resolution, the Commission has already launched direct contacts and strengthened the cooperation with National Courts of Auditors (NCA) and with the European Court of Auditors (ECA) as regards quality assurance for upstream data, i.e. public accounts used for the compilation of EDP statistics on deficit and debt. The Commission (Eurostat) is organising "upstream EDP dialogue visits", specifically targeted to assess the status of the upstream data. The NCA are systematically invited to participate in these visits and attend on-site meetings conducted with reporting entities. A provision on a systematic cooperation with the NCA has been incorporated in the Commission proposal for a "Regulation on common provisions for monitoring and assessing draft budgetary plans and ensuring the correction of excessive deficit of the Member States in the euro area" (Article 7(6)). Furthermore, the Commission (Eurostat) promotes specific memoranda of understanding between the NSI and the NCA, with the objective of creating privileged links between these two institutions. Finally, the Commission (Eurostat) invites the NCA and ECA representatives to its Working Group on Quality Management in Government Finance Statistics. Also the ECA itself has created a specific group of the "Contact Committee" to coordinate with the Commission all actions in this field.

The Commission (Eurostat) is pro-active in progressively extending the scope of information on general government obligations, as addressed in paragraph 8 of the Resolution. While the core measure of government liability under the Stability and Growth Pact remains the public debt defined in the protocol to the Treaty, additional information on other obligations of the government could only be beneficial for analysts, in line with recommendations of the "six-pack". The Commission (Eurostat) publishes already regularly the stock of guarantees issued by government to financial institutions. This dataset will be extended to three types of government obligations: debt of public corporations, guarantees issued by general government to all sectors of the economy, and government pension obligations. In the future the overall exposure of general government to Public Private Partnerships (PPPs) could also be added.

The Commission acknowledges the need for high-quality statistics for the purposes of European policies at regional level, as referred to in paragraphs 16, 17 and 20 of the Resolution. It is important to note that out of the broad range of subjects covered by regional statistics only key indicators are covered by a legal act at EU level. Thus, approximately a half of the regional statistics is collected on the basis of agreements between the Commission (Eurostat) and the NSI. Regional GDP statistics are of particular importance for the Union's Cohesion Policy as they determine the eligibility of regions for cohesion funds. Thus, the Commission (Eurostat) has been monitoring the quality of Member States' regional statistics since 1999, and in 2006 regular quality reporting was established. In 2010, the Commission (Eurostat) launched a programme for enhanced quality assurance as regards the compilation of regional gross value added (GVA) data to underpin the 2012 release of regional GDP. For other regional statistics, there is a comprehensive set of validation rules which are automatically applied to data received from Member States. In addition, the data quality is regularly discussed within the ESS. Whenever necessary, corrective actions are agreed upon.

The Commission is continuously working on improvements to its dissmenination tools and appreciates the attention paid to this issue in the Resolution (paragraph 15). In relation to the ways Eurostat presents its data and publications, the Commission is, therefore, pleased to inform the Parliament that the user-friendliness of statistics published online will be further improved in 2012-2013 through a project launched in 2012 to develop flexible dashboards for policy indicators as well as a new generation of light-weight visualisation tools known as "widgets". The widgets are designed to display European statistics via informative graphics which can be embedded in Eurostat and NSI websites. This project uses the latest web technologies and the most up to date thinking on data visualisation – notably in the open data community – to help citizens understand and use statistics more effectively. Online publications are also being extended through the increasing use of the electronic publishing system "Statistics Explained", which already provides more than 500 up-to-date articles with explanation and analysis in a style adapted to non-specialist users. In 2012, a set of Statistics Explained articles covering main statistical topics will be put online in 23 languages. In addition, there will be an increasing range of products for mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets, with the first app released already in December 2011. Moreover, data access tools are continuously upgraded and already provide access to complete long-term data series where these exist; a new-generation Eurostat website is being developed in 2012-2013, which will be the basis for further improvements to the tools for exploring and downloading data. Developments are also envisaged to give users easier access to the full range of data and analysis relating to a specific Member State.

Finally, the Commission would like to confirm its commitment to transparency in all aspects of its activities, including with regard to information on Eurostat's staff (paragraph 10 of the Resolution). The public Eurostat website provides information on the composition of its staff (see paragraph "Eurostat's staff at a glance" on: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/about_eurostat/opportunities/recruitment/
career). Additional details on different types of staff at Eurostat are provided in the job opportunities section of its recruitment pages, covering officials, temporary agents, contract agents, seconded national experts and trainees. In the online vacancy notices for seconded national experts Eurostat informs the public on the rules of deployment of seconded national experts. Examples can be found on: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/about_eurostat/opportunities/recruitment/
job_opportunities.
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