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Comments to Dr. Zohan E. Kenesseys lecture
INTERNATIONAL STATISTICAL ORGANISATION
by Svein Nordbotten
1. Introduction
I would like to congratulate Dr. Kenessey with his interesting exposition about the
development and status of international statistical organisations, in particular the International
Statistical Institute. His lecture is so comprehensive and raises so many interesting questions that
a discussant with 10 minute for disposal can comment on only a few of his points. I choose to
discuss a few selected questions: why should we try to foresee the future, who will have needs for
international statistics, in which form will they be demanded, what will the tasks of an
international statistical system be, and finally, how should international statistics be organised.

1. Why must we try to predict the future?
The difficulties of predicting the future in general has been emphasised by a number of speakers,
and I am glad to see that Kenessey believe in our ability to foresee some aspects of the future of
international statistics. I would make a step farther and state that if we don't consider scenarios of
and have visions about the future societies international statistics should serve, production of
international statistics would be a rather meaningless exercise.
The reason for such a statement is that development of international statistics considered as an
investment is extremely long term. Duncan's time estimates for implementation of national
statistical programmes, can safely be increased with 50-100% for international statistical
programmes because international statistics depend on in a number of national systems to be
useful An international conceptual programme initiated this year, must through the
development, international recommendations, national adoptions and implementations, etc.,
before the national statistics on which the international are based start being available. For an
increasing number of needs comparative statistical time series are required, and additional time
will be required before the time series have extended to a satisfactory length.
I believe that in developing future international statistics more attention must be paid to scenarios
of future systems the statistics are supposed to serve.
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2. Who will be the users of international statistics?
In the past, the governments and international organisations have had the major influence on
international statistic because they directly or indirectly controlled the funding while other users
have tried to satisfy their needs if possible. This has led to the uneven coverage pointed out by
Kenessey. With the present political, economical and social trends, there will continue to be
four groups of users of international statistics:
1. governments and political organisations,
2. business,
3. research and education, and
4. public media.
One problem has been that the needs of the three last groups have not been articulated well
enough because they have been unaware of the possibilities offered by international statistics or
because of difficulties to get in touch with the international producers of statistics. Today there
must be a serious gap between the potential needs and the articulated demands for international
statistics.
In developing the future international statistics, more balanced attention must be given to the
different groups of users. These users are not distinctive from the users known to the national
statistical services. It is the same users who frequently have to turn to different sources to obtain
the information required to solve their tasks. With an increasing internationalisation, the number
of potential users needing international statistics will increase in all groups because surviving in
a competitive global environment requires statistical information.
Kenessey points out that we have very little statistics on statistic. It can be added that even less is
known about the users of international statistics. The number of publications sold, the number
of inquiries received, figures in media, etc. are indicators of the number of users. Taking into
account that the 'marketplace1 for international statistics is global, the recorded demand can only
be a small top of the floating iceberg of potential users for international statistics.

3. In which form will international statistics be demanded?
It has been pointed out that the national statistics should pay more attention to statistics for
services. This is true also for international statistics and I should like to add knowledge
acquisition and dissemination to the list of subjects which should require more attention
Traditionally, international statistics have mainly been supplied as printed yearbooks, etc., and to
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a less extent on media as magnetic tapes, CD-ROM diskettes, etc. Only a few users have had the
benefits of on-line access to international statistics.
The needs for international statistics of the future will, as needs for national statistics, will require
more tailor-made statistics for individual users and situations as well as more speedy delivery.
Computer technology including statistical software makes the users increasingly capable of doing
their own tailoring of the information. The impact must be that the international statistical system
should be more ready to respond to demands for statistical data sets with necessary meta data
which the users themselves will give the final processing.
In the past, international statistics have been provided periodically and not always timely. The use
of computers and the development of telecommunication networks are exploding. The users of
the 21th century will no doubt require international statistical data are available through an
electronic network for further processing at their own location.

4. What will be the major international statistical tasks?
The international statistical system consists of all organisations the main objective of which are
to promote preparation of statistical information permitting statistical comparisons of countries
and global and regional statistical descriptions. It includes the UN statistical agencies and
statistical agencies of other international organisations' organisations with regional or specialised
mandates. They co-operate with each other as long as the co-operation is according to their own
programme, and the co-operation is unfortunately rather inefficient. The paradox is that the
member countries are participating in several organisations and frequently support programmes
which are inconsistent.
What are the functions of an 'international statistical system'? The most important functions are:
1. Standardisation of concepts and methodologies to obtain comparability, 2. Preparation of
international statistics because of incompatible national statistics, and 3. Assistance to national
statistical systems in developing statistical capabilities that will improve global comparability.

5. How should future international statistics be organised?
I believe that we shall need one single statistical authority responsible for international statistics.
Without such an organisation, I am afraid the different international agencies currently
responsible for special sectors of international statistics will continue to pursue their own, narrow
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goals and the integrity and conceptual compatibility of international statistics will not improve.
This does not imply that a huge central statistical bureau has to be established. I envisage an
independent International Statistical Board membered, supported and funded by national
governments, regional political organisation and representatives for other major users. The
International Statistical Board must have authority and responsibility on behalf of its members
to:
- initiate conceptual and methodological standardisation,
- assign development tasks to research and development organisations,
- adopt statistical standards,
- assign operative and assistance tasks to executive statistical organisations, and
- monitor the international statistical system,
Instead of a huge statistical bureau, an International Statistical Network is needed as a vehicle
for distributed and shared processing in a world wide statistical information network monitored
by the International Statistical Board. The national and regional statistical organisations will be
the natural nodes linked in already existing communication carriers. Such networks are already in
operation in other areas and in limited scale in statistics. Kenessey points out that the statistical
organisations were pioneers in trying out punched cards and electronic processing in large scale
applications. Why should we not continue to be among the pioneers in establishing world wide
networks for distributed processing?
My organisational model is related to the one mentioned by Dr. Kenessey and originally
proposed by Mr. Lofthus, a former Director of UNSO. Because of the technological
development during the last couple of decades, when Lofthus proposed a centralised
international statistical bureau with extensive executive tasks, a major part of the processing of
international statistics in the future can be carried out in a network for distributed processing. It
has been said that in the next century the important point is not where tasks are performed, but
which tasks should be done. In my opinion this is also valid for international statistics and most of
the processing tasks should be done in national and regional organisations as part of their primary
functions. We should remind ourselves about the fact that the majority of users to be served are
the same users who will be demanding statistics from these national organisations. The important
and critical requirement will be that each statistical agency follows the adopted conceptual and
methodological prescriptions recommended by the International Statistical Board.
As already indicated, users of the 21st century will expect to access statistical information and be
served by an electronic network at their own sites. They will not care from where the statistics
come, but what they can get. The implementation of a future International Statistical Network
must also be developed to serve this need. I conceive the topology of the future network
supervised by the International Statistical Board as consisting of two layers of connections, one
among the regional and national statistical agencies for research, development and production as
nodes for distributed processing, and a second layer for distributed service to the users of
national and international statistics.
If an international statistical system as outlined is not developed, the traditional supply of
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international statistics will soon lose its identity and international statistics will be provided by
other organisations as part of a the general flow of international information with reduced topical
coverage and quality.

6. Which are the conclusions?
- Dr Kenessey points out that little statistics exist about statistics. I will add that we know even
less about the needs of the world wide market to be served with international statistics. More
efforts are needed also to obtain statistics about statistical needs and users for balanced
development of international statistics.
- Future users of international statistics will want to access statistical information at their working
site by means of electronic information networks. They will be equipped with information
technology permitting them to tailor statistics to their own needs from more basic and detailed
data sets than available at present in most international statistical volumes. For identifying the
relevant data sets, access to more meta data will be required.
- The present fragmented international statistical system composed of organisations representing
special interests must be substituted by an organisation with the authority to take a world wide
leadership for further development of a network of co-operative statistical processing nodes that
can also function as servers accessible to the users.
- The alternative to a strong international authority and an electronic network of co-ordinated
statistical processors and servers, will be international statistics swallowed up by the general
international information highway with reduced topical coverage and quality.
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