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Success against all odds?
Yes, I think so but I hasten to add, only so far. We have come so far along the road to building a Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics that we can rather clearly see the road ahead. The road ahead is arduous. We may stumble here and there but we think we know the general direction and we are no longer that surprised when we encounter a problem. We have started and all of us at PCBS feel good about that start.

In this publication the reader will find a record of the discussions held in Jerusalem, Nablus and Bir Zeit on April 24-26 by international statistics experts on our Masterplan for Palestinian official statistics.

The record from the conference discussion does not show unanimous praise for every decision we have taken on directions, of course. In that case, the conference would have been neither very meaningful, nor useful to us for the future.  In our invitation we hoped for a general endorsement but also for warnings of the risks and dangers that lie ahead, and specifically with the directions we have chosen.

The reader will find that we were amply rewarded on both counts which makes this document into a goldmine of advice for PCBS in the future, and hopefully, also for some readers among colleagues in other developing countries on the same road as we are.

We have not formulated any definitive answers to the many issues and ideas raised in the discussion, many of them new to us. Even ideas and advice which we will not take up for implementation in the future we need to consider very seriously to find out whether our arguments for rejection are good enough. Also in that endeavour we will be assisted by the record from the discussion since most new ideas or proposals were met by counterarguments!

Let me first take you back to how it started. I think you will then better understand why we dare call ourselves “a success against all odds” (with a question mark for the benefit of the readers!)

How it all started
Our journey toward a Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics really started on March 13, 1993 when I received a PLO decree signed by Mr. Abu Ala, then Head of the Economic Affairs Department of the PLO, ordering me to start that journey. Although the journey already seems long to me since so much has happened, it is just two years ago!

When the very few of us started there were only questions on our minds on how to go about the business of starting a Bureau of Statistics from scratch.  This would be a daunting task under any circumstances. In our specific Palestinian circumstances, it would be against all odds.  It would be the first institution of a Palestinian state apparatus on Palestinian territory. 

Some of these odds against us were that we would start operations on territory occupied by an enemy to our cause, an enemy with superior resources and with a strong will to dominate. As the first institution of a state apparatus that did not yet exist we would not have the support of an existing infrastructure of administrative and other traditions that are crucial by providing routine procedures to follow. We would not even have one penny in a budget to start with!

Our spirits were high, however, probably partly because we did not know at the time all the big questions we were to face and even less of the many, many detailed problems that must be solved on the way.

However, we knew one thing. Our Bureau of Statistics would not be the first of its kind in the world. Ours would be something like the twohundredth of its kind in the world, some of them having been in existence for more than 200 years. We knew of the existence of an international statistical community within which there has been co-operation across borders for more than 100 years.

The first international conference on developing Palestinian official statistics
At the center of this global international community is the United Nations statistical office in New York. We turned to it for help and advice with all our questions and the idea that the answers to those questions should be summarised in a Masterplan for the institution we were supposed to build. We even had a draft outline when we came to our first meeting with this community of would-be colleagues.

We were met in the most friendly way by Mr. William Seltzer, the then Director-General of the UN statistical office.  He called a meeting at UN headquarters in New York with representatives of some of the more experienced statistical offices in the world.  His plan in selecting the experts to be invited was to expose us, I am sure, not only to good advice, the best available, but also to conflicting advice, to expose us to the different traditions and solutions of countries.

From my notes I see that we came to the meeting with a list of no less than ten major activities, which was presumptuous for an organisation that at the time had nine staff, of which four clerical.  This list
 is, of course, still with us but it has also been extended in many directions by pressure from impatient Palestinian users. Our current portfolio of projects includes no less than 40 items! We have accomplished enough of those tasks or have them well under way to implementation to feel pride in our achievements.

The Masterplan
However, my special baby during these two years has been this idea of a Masterplan.  I think scientists say a little paradoxically “there is nothing as practical as a good theory.” Trying to build an institution from scratch needs the practical guidance of, yes! a theory, a frame of reference, a philosophy. In the slightly prosaic and bureaucratic world of a statistics bureau these words are not quite appropriate. So I thought I would call what I needed a Masterplan for the development of Palestinian official statistics.

I think I got what I wanted, what I increasingly felt the need for in those first few months after Mr. Abu Ala’s decree reached me. A Masterplan for an institution to be built should not just be an empty, abstract vision.  Neither should it be just a concrete list of activities to be undertaken, one after the other according to a time plan, with budgets allocated to each activity and staffing requirements estimated. This would, of course, be required later on.

To me, the Masterplan should address the major issues of principle, in our case, the functions of official statistics, whether to go for a centralised or sector-based statistical system, basic principles for system-building in the statistical area, the basis for the legislative framework, an outline of the organisation needed but also not shying away from delineating the concrete content of the many areas official statistics must cover as a basis for democratic collective action. 

I was very eager to see how this baby of mine would swim in the strong currents of international expert opinion. A Masterplan for the building of an institution is not a holy scripture that can live by exegesis only.  There must be discussion and controversy so that its principles and ideas can be tested by honestly held contrary opinions. Directions will have to change, or at least to be modified. 

The second international conference on developing Palestinian official statistics
We turned again to the international statistical community and within that community to the colleagues we met in New York. We were very gratified  by the positive response to our invitation from so many noted experts and institutions in the field.

However, organising an international conference with some 75 participants, including the 35 foreign experts proved to be a Herculean task for our small PCBS. I think you can imagine the sweat and even the tears it cost us to meet and try to solve all the detailed problems we had to face without any prior experience whatsoever. Most of our agonies are now forgotten since most things finally worked out well.

The conference met and even surpassed all our expectations as to content of discussions. It was interesting to follow the discussions during those intensive three days but it is only after reading in the proceedings that we have been able to fully appreciate the richness in the discussions, the many ideas and suggestions, the carefully phrased arguments pro by one speaker and contra by the next.

Dear participants! It was really nice meeting each of you and all of you together. I very much look forward to seeing you again!

As to concrete actions, we want to think carefully before we act and to have discussions within ourselves at the PCBS and with our users. Therefore, I will not announce any decisions in this foreword, although it would be tempting to do so..

To our donors
I do want again to thank our donors. It was a grant from the European Union that made the conference possible with European participants and some additional funds from the UNDP, originally from the Norwegian government, that financed the participants from the rest of the world. The technical assistance for the conference itself was provided by the German government via GTZ.

I do hope that this document, although somewhat voluminous, will function as a sort of project eveluation for all donors. I am deeply grateful to GTZ for, in effect, financing the production of this document by providing the technical assistance needed.

� (1). A large scale demographic survey, (2) A mother and child health survey, (3). Plann-ing for a census for August 1996, (4) A labour force survey, (5). Economic statistics and national accounts, (6). Drafting a  statistics law, (7) A community survey, (8) Current status reports on labour, population, national accounts etc. with existing data critically assessed, (9). A National statistical library, 10. A statistical periodical.
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