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Mr. Mahinder Gill

Assistant Director, Statistics Department

International Monetary Fund
On National Accounts coverage
The main strategy of economic statistics is, as Nabil  just told us,  to adopt the system of National Accounts as the framework for economic statistics and I can  just endorse that strategy not only for Palestine but for all countries, given its very articulated accounting structure. It serves as a powerful tool for indicating gaps in basic statistics.

We heard from Nabil that an Establishment Census is completed and that there are now plans to undertake a series of benchmark surveys. In the case of manufacturing there are always problems of getting measurement of activities in the informal sector. Some combination of labor force survey and other data will be used to get some idea of the scale of these activities to get the totality of manufacturing output.  

Construction is another notoriously difficult area. One might consider inserting a question in the construction survey to identify the construction activity undertaken by the establishments in the construction trade for the public sector and the private sector to follow infrastructure developments. 

Then again there is always the problem of own-account construction activity in the informal sector. Perhaps some sample studies would be useful to look at input-output relationship to see if the coverage of construction activities is complete in order to generate the relevant information.

The Masterplan is not detailed about estimates of other sectors in the economy. For the time being there will be continuation of existing statistics in agriculture in terms of production, acreage, yield rates and prices, intermediate inputs and so on. 

There is information available on private non-profit institutions, particularly those financed by UNWRA. One should make arrangements to obtain that information.

Trade or commerce is another difficult area. One should try to get some information on the trade margins in order to estimate the output of distributed trade and then do some sample surveys to look at the cost structure to derive value added.

As to the coverage of National Accounts we heard from Nabil today that there are plans to look at expenditure categories of GDP, household consumption, government final consumption and other final demand components. The Expenditure and consumption survey would certainly be useful in deriving household consumption estimates but pending the availability of the survey results, one may consider using a combination of approaches such as commodity flow, whatever the limitations are with import data and production data from agriculture and manufacturing.    

Balance of payments
In the area of balance of payments, I recommend a cooperative arrangement for sharing data with the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics.  Such arrangements to share data are increasingly common in many parts of the world.  In the Palestinian case where the main problem is with regard to trade with Israel one might consider the development of a survey of the major exporters and importers and exchange information in the first instance to cross-check with Israeli estimates and then later on if estimates are robust, to develop one’s own statistics.

In addition, I should mention that  it is always easier to get information on the supplier side than on the purchaser side because of the number of importers involved.

With regard to other components of balance of payments, employee compensation is an important issue. There will have to be some arrangement to use the data from the labor force survey or in conjunction with the Israeli labor exchange to get an idea of number of employed, wage rates and so on, to understand what are the employee compensations and also to determine some estimate of expenditure in Israel to fill in the gap in balance of payments as far as services are concerned.

A major element in the balance of payments in the future will be transfers and aid flows. Arrangements with PECDAR or whatever agency will be responsible for the receipts of foreign aid will be needed to arrive at good estimates not only of balance of payments but also of disposable income.

Government finance
Government finance is an area that will be of great importance right now. The urgency of developing statistics is going to be fairly important. As the Monetary Authority is being established and fully functioning you will need to look at other components of balance of payments from the standpoint of banking flows and foreign direct investment flows. One must build into the registers or whatever frame is used characteristics of equity participation to differentiate between direct and non-direct investment flows from the standpoint of compiling the pertinent items in the balance of payments.   

I should mention in the case of government finance that it is very important to decide on institutional responsibilities right from the beginning. My personal view is that a joint undertaking is very useful where the statisticians of PCBS have an interest in using the information for compiling the relevant flows in the National Accounts. One could compile government finance data in such a way that the relevant estimates can be fed into the national accounting context. There may be a case for burden sharing.

For the same reason, it may be useful for PCBS to get involved with the emerging  Palestinian Monetary Authority from the standpoint of design to look at the relevant concepts what of their statistics will be useful for the National Accounts. I am thinking here not only of the balance sheet information but also information on property income flows, operational income of banks and other financial institutions that may come into being.

I was gratified to hear of the high priority given to a Household Expenditure and Consumption Survey by the PCBS. This will provide very important information for updating the weighting structure for the Consumer Price Index as well as provide item sample for developing a system for price collection. 

On priorities
Having said all this, a question that arises in my mind is what the time horizon is for generating or having this information. Against that background, what plans have been made to meet the immediate needs of policy makers who are crying for data in many fields. This is why we, when we first came here, thought in terms of a short run strategy and a strategy for the longer term. If the short term solution of using existing methodology is rejected what are then the alternative ways of satisfying the immediate needs of policy makers pending the availability of results from the new inquiries? 

In this context one has to remember that even in the most developed countries there will be gaps and limitations in methodology. There will always be the need for a combination of ingenuity, estimation, guestimation and whatever you will call it. This is part of the state of art of National Accounts compilation.

Professor Hans Zeuthen

Former Director General

Statistics Denmark
Coming from the outside, I really have found this to be a very useful exercise. When you have to explain your own system you get lots of new insights. It becomes a two-way exchange of opinions that is really very helpful.

Then I also want to say a few positive words about the chosen strategy. I think it is a good one. It is very ambitious but I think you also feel this is important. It is better to be half the right way than beginning half of  something you have to give up and do something else.

On relations to respondents
My first remark will be on the relationship with respondents. This relationship is very important. You need to ask questions the respondents understand not only language wise. You can only get reliable information on those things that the respondents  have reliable information about themselves.  You also need to spend time and energy to find out how to do this.  Phrase questions carefully and stay extremely close to book​keeping.

Don’t be afraid to use administrative data. The obvious reason is that all statistical institutions use existing information. Another reason is that you always get better information when there is engagement in giving the information and in producing the figures. 

If respondents think: This is just bureaucracy and it does not matter what I answer, they will not really think. Very often it is better to have biased figures than thoughtless figures. After a while this will also be the only choice you have. Don’t be afraid of using administrative data, for instance from the tax authority, if you can get it. It is not ideal. But an ideal survey where nobody is really interested is not that ideal.

On business registers
A business register is a good thing but there are very, very heavy problems with updating.  It is impossible to run good surveys without having a good business register.  The use of registers must be seen in a historic perspective. It is a historical fact that registers have been used for a long time in the Nordic countries. But it is also a historical fact that registers have been used in Israel as well, whether you like it or not, this is part of your history. This also explains why you find it a natural thing to do.

The alternative to business registers is to use area surveys. In the short run it may work. But in the long run, if something is really is going to happen in the Palestinian economy, that’s not going to serve your purpose. If you really want to know what is happening in the different branches of manufacturing, this can not be captured by area surveys.  

How do think that you will be able update the business register?  There is one principle I can recommend: Open your arms, take all opportunities and use  everything you can lay your hands on, including for instance, the yellow pages in the phone book.   All kinds of administrations should use the business register. The more users you get the greater opportunities there will be to improve the quality of the register. The register needs to be used as much as possible.

You will not be able to afford to do a new establishment census every two or three years so you have to use all other possible techniques to use all available information.  Your textbook approach is good but you need to find out how the updating should be arranged to maintain good quality.

On National Accounts
A few words about National Accounts. I completely share the views of the previous speaker that we should not talk too loudly about National Accounts. National Accounts are not an objective, purely arithmetic manipulation with primary data. You cannot construct National Accounts without getting your fingers dirty. This is a fact of life.

National Accounts are a powerful tool and they are needed for the international community.  I think we have to be humble about it. May be it is not so understandable outside the Nordic countries where we say: The ice is thin, when you move out there. You have to be cautious.   

The labor force survey is needed to determine if National Accounts are proper and not crazy. Something is wrong, if there is not a good correspondence between the labor force numbers and the numbers on employment from your business register. 

And the same is the case with household consumption. If there is one level of consumption in that survey and you have a very different level from other sources, then something is fundamentally wrong. It is very good to get this kind of information.

On revisions
My final remark is that I am convinced that you will also make decisions that are almost as stupid as the ones we have made in other countries.  Take note of them on a piece of paper and put it in your drawer or as a footnote to your table. Then after some years, when there is an occasion to make a major revision, pull out all those notes and make the corrections. Make immediate revisions only when the mistake is a major catastrophe, but let your users know all the other things through footnotes.

Particularly with the many special problems in the Palestinian economy, there are many problems with producing statistics on foreign trade, balance of payment, but I think my time is out. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Heinrich Lutzel

Director of the National Accounts Division

Statistics Germany 

On National Accounts
I wanted to say the same thing as Zeuthen on National Accounts.  I have to add him on my list of national accountants from now on. What he said about National Accounts and economic statistics is the truth. 

I think this textbook approach is good. I like it. I like to have national account system as a framework for economic statistics. But,  please, do not believe that National Accounts is economic statistics.  National Accounts can be computed only if you have a system of economic statistics.  Your first step would be to build a system of economic statistics, then you can make National Accounts estimates.

I fully agree that we cannot use National Accounts terms in questionnaires. It is stupid to try to ask what is your value added. Don’t try to ask questions that respondents cannot answer.

Influence the rules for bookkeeping!
Remember that rules which were used in other countries do not necessarily apply in Palestine. This is a good opportunity for statistics. There are not yet any established bookkeeping rules in Palestine. It is a chance for statistics to influence these rules.  Work out such rules for economic and business purposes.  When the government finance statistics are developed, there is a chance to develop classifications on how to prepare those budgets and this, naturally, is a good chance for you. Then you can get good statistics.

Economic statistics can serve administrative purposes.  These rules should be worked out so that they can be taken over for administrative purposes.  For statistics in Palestine, there is  a chance to establish classifications and influence how data bases are constructed and how registration is done.

On the business register
The business register (with addresses) is important not only for statistical, but also for administrative purposes.  The value added tax for the government requires addresses of businesses. 

The statistical register of establishments should not be made available for tax and police purposes. The statistics file should be protected by confidentiality. There should be a public business register file for those other administrative purposes.

Tax can be part of the statistical register but the statistical register with quantity information cannot be part of the tax register.

The ID numbers of every enterprise should be used for safe identification.   The enterprise should know its ID number and use it for all statistics reports. The number should also be used in the social security system, for instance, and by the tax authority.

On annual statistics
Now some final remarks on economic statistics. I think the establishment census you have taken is the real starting point and it is necessary to have such a starting point so that we know what is the hundred percent. If we sample we must know what is one hundred percent or we cannot take a sample of five per cent. So the census should be used as a starting point for the register. 

The next step is annual statistics which can be taken as a sample survey but it is good to have the upper part with the big enterprises as a total count. Sample can be taken for the small enterprises.  

What should be the content of these annual surveys? I think mainly the income and outlay of enterprises. What do they earn? What do they purchase for intermediate consumption, for fixed capital formation? I use the National Accounts terms for you to better understand, not that they can be used in questionnaires.  Income paid to the employees is an important  expenditure type . On the other side, turnover from own-produced products, turnover from traded products, all this should be put together in this annual questionnaire. 

There is a danger for these questionnaires. In annual questionnaires, many people will want to contribute to the types of questions asked.  You need to concentrate on the main points and the purpose of the inquiry.  Make such questionnaires as simple as possible. The answers become more reliable.  The computation of statistics is easier when figures are reliable. The best statistics are reliable but also available in time for users when they need them.

In addition to annual statistics, you require a number of quarterly or monthly statistics on production and on prices. But let me add one point on annual statistics. For Palestine, foreign trade statistics will be difficult to compile. We should ask in the annual surveys which part of output is sold to other countries or the rest of the world as we say in National Accounts and Israel is part of the rest of the world. Foreign trade statistics with respect to Israel will be very difficult to produce as long as there is no customs system between the two.

And I think you should also ask about production prices. Normally in production statistics, quantities are asked for as a measure of the real development of output. The quality of products changes rapidly so quantity measures cannot be used. I prefer the depreciation approach, taking figures in current prices and deflate them with appropriate price indexes. And to get these appropriate price indexes you should ask information on the price developments of the main products produced within the establishment. This is also extremely important for National Accounts.

On preparing National Accounts
National Accounts results, to my experience, are important only as growth rates in real terms.  This is the information the economy and the governments want to have and want to use.  Real growth rates are the important things.

How to prepare National Accounts?  The new SNA 93 is so comprehensive, I am sure that no country in the world within the next 30 years can prepare all the tables in the system. So we must concentrate on the Palestinian needs and priorities. What should be the priorities. I think production accounts should be the most important and should be the first, that is, gross value added by branches,  including agriculture and government.  The Master Plan gives the tools with the census and the series of annual inquiries and possibly quarterly surveys later. These inquiries give information to compute gross value added. Then we have the GDP from the origin side. 

Expenditure side of GDP is difficult to compute here. You need external trade statistics, including deliveries between Palestine and Israel. You need household consumption estimates. It is not enough to have an Expenditure and Consumption Survey to prepare such figures..  Normally there is an underestimation of 15 to 25 percent of expenditure. This is normal in Germany and in other countries.  So you must introduce a commodity flow approach or some other means. In Germany we take trade statistics as the main source for estimating household consumption.

Government consumption is extremely difficult. Foreign trade, I already mentioned. Fixed capital formation, yes, this should be possible in the first step already so that you can combine fixed capital formation and production statistics. The way it will be introduced depends on which country technical assistance will come from. If it comes from Norway or France it will start with input-output, I’m sure. If it comes from United Kingdom, USA or Germany it will start with production side and expenditure side. 

What is important, try to make a step by step introduction of the SNA. Try to make only what is possible, try to have reliable basic statistics, before you make very vague estimates for National Accounts. 

Mr. William Tyler

Lead Economist, Middle East Department

World Bank

When I was here last in November 1994 it was still PBS and it had only four staff. I am very impressed indeed with the enormous progress made so far and very impressed by the Masterplan and all other tasks accomplished by the institution. 

At that time there were a number of questions asked: the legal status, centralized bureau or not, confidentiality, overall philosophy, how much to build a perfect system or be pragmatic and build upon the existing Israeli data whatever their flaws. 

Most of those questions are now behind the institution but there are new issues that need to be addressed. I want to discuss three of those issues. I want to give the perspective of a user and an economist and discuss three areas: priorities, dissemination and the independence of PCBS.

On priorities
With respect to priorities, I think it was Clausevitz who said that war is too important to be left to the generals. I would like to paraphrase that by saying:  Statistics are too important to be left to statisticians. 

I was very impressed when Dr. Hasan yesterday talked about the users and clearly identified them in his presentation. The PNA is the number one user because they are the policy makers.  The advisory council is important in determining priorities and it should be broadened.

The Palestine situation is very different from the situation in most other countries. The problems are very different from countries with well developed economies and statistical systems. There are a number of important choices ahead that confront the policy makers of PNA and they will have to rely very heavily on analysis based on statistics provided by PCBS.  Let me just mention four problems in passing that will have to be discussed and positions being developed by the PNA in order to be negotiated with Israeli authorities. And I don’t need to remind you that the Israeli government consists of very able, sophisticated negotiators.

Four basic issues for the PNA 

First, which trading arrangements will evolve between now and the final arrangements with a Palestinian state. Will Palestine want a customs union with Israel? Will it want a customs union with Jordan instead? Or a free trade area with Israel? or with Jordan? Free trade or heavy protection? Which will be best for Palestine?

Second, what monetary arrangements should there be?  There is a substantial increase in the financial system in Palestine, from two to ten banks with local branches increasing from 8 to 40.  You have established a Palestinian Monetary Authority. What are the type of banks and provisions? What is the currency unit?  And what about a PMA evolving into a Central Bank?

Third, there need to be fiscal arrangements that must be negotiated with the Israelis. A Ministry of Finance has been established. Some revenue sharing must come about.  There are problems fiscally in terms of generating revenues and of controlling expenditures and tax revenues. 

And fourth and finally: A very sensitive area are the labor arrangements with the Israelis: You need to work things out with the Israelis. Will Palestine want to restrict such labor? Well, you know that Israel is restricting Palestinian workers from working inside Israel. 

To adequately analyze those four issues you will need a macro economic framework.  What are the impact of these arrangements on the growth of the Palestinian economy?    We must analyze these questions and collect the required data.  PCBS must play an important role here.  There are heavy inputs of data.

There is recently established a Palestinian institute for economic analysis, known by the acronym of  its Arabic name, MAS. It is a nascent institution, designed to analyze some of these questions and to assist PNA to form its negotiating positions vis-a-vis the Israelis. But that requires analysis which in turn requires heavy input of data.

The Master Plan has some high priorities.  PCBS must sort out where the emphasis will be, especially since technical capabilities are limited.  If I were the PCBS manager, I would continuously ask: (1) Is PCBS spreading its resources too thinly? (2) Are  my priorities right?

On dissemination
Second, I now come to the question of dissemination:  PCBS will ultimately be judged on the quality and the credibility of the data it produces and also on how it disseminates the data that it produces. You need to make information available to the PNA and to research on a regular and timely basis. It does not only entail distributing printed data but also data in machine readable form. There will be researchers that want to use the primary data sets that come from the Expenditure and Consumption survey.

Then you get into the question of confidentiality: How will you deal with that? Confidentiality must be protected and you must provide data analysis services.  It is easy to say, however, that this data is confidential, and we can’t release them.  You can easily fall in this trap. It is important to strike that balance and continually think about that balance.

Although it is very important to learn best practice from the developed countries, important lessons can be learned from developing countries, such as Jordan.  Their statistical system is good and it was put together by the Palestinians.  You need to learn from countries which are more prone to make mistakes. In that context I can relate some personal experiences and in that context throw some light on the question that was raised yesterday on having research capability in the statistical agency. 

On research capacity

One risk with having a research capability at the same place as statistics production like the National Accounts and price statistics is that dissemination is slower. This is because researchers normally will want to have the first crack at the data. This is based on my own experience from working in such a place in Brazil for some years.

Indeed, data is power, policy makers are reluctant to disseminate. The lesson for PCBS is, I think, that it has more than enough of high priority tasks. There is an institution, MAS, that has been established to analyze data. There are adequate opportunities for PCBS to make a major contribution without getting into data analysis itself.

Our excuse for deferring dissemination was either confidentiality or “we are still working on the data, they are not final yet”. 

On independence

Finally something about independence. My own institution in Brazil was subjected to substantial political interference. It was set up as an independent institution, but it was financially dependent on the government. This exposed it to political pressure.

It is very important to design into the system the independence of the Central Bureau of Statistics. Now, how that can be best done is difficult. A law has already been passed. Maybe there is some additional scope in the executive regulations of that law. A high level of political consensus is needed for establishing the independence of PCBS. It will get tough, I suspect, at points. Certainly it takes courage also to secure independence in the future.

Chairman Linehan:
The difficulties you mentioned of confidentiality because of the small number of establishments in certain industries, reminds me of the attempt we had to explain this to visitors of the country.  I had to put it in the form that was sometimes misunderstood.

We spend half of our time in collecting information -.and the other half to making sure that nobody can get at it!

Floor interventions
Mr. Erwin Wartenberg

GTZ consultant on economic statistics

Bundesamt fur Statistik, Germany
On the establishment census

The Establishment Census started last year in September 1994 by developing tools for a real establishment census.  Our enumerators went through the streets and filled out questionnaires for each establishment (in all stories of buildings) they recognized as establishments.  If there were some household activities we could not recognize as economic establishments, I am sorry, these could not be included. They will be left to be enumerated in the Population Census later. 

This census was carried out in Gaza, in West Bank and now also in Jerusalem.  It was a very comprehensive census, even better than the one that was conducted in Lebanon.  Here we included all activities according to ISIC, thus not only the private sector establishments but also the public sector including schools, hospitals etc.

We had expected to be able to release tables for the conference.  But unfortunately there are still some problems of confidentiality with small numbers of establishments in some cells. I prefer to be very careful. Confidentiality is to be a quality label for the statistical office.

To give an idea of the volume of the survey, we collected data for 60,000 establishments in the private sector, in addition to 3,000 - 4,000 establishments in the public, non-profit sector.  We already issued a press release. The final results will be presented in a press conference within a couple of weeks as soon as the file is clean and all problems of coding are solved.

We collected employment on a very detailed level. That means for owners, unpaid family workers, and other employees, and respectively for male and female. We found out that average size is very low; in manufacturing 4.6;  in trade where we have 57 percent of all establishments in the private sector, average size is around 3 persons per establishment.

That in turn also has some influence on the way we make our sampling. We compile already a table by size class. We have only 37 establishments with more than 100 employees. A very low rate indeed! In the smallest size, 1-4 employed, we have more than 50,000 out of the 58,000 total.

When we design the sample for the yearly surveys for which we already have questionnaires for manufacturing, for construction, for internal trade and for other services, we think of starting total enumeration by the size of 5, if the budget permits it and then use sampling for the smaller establishments with less than 5.  A total of 7,500 establishments will be enough to give representative results for the private sector.

Mr. Odell Larson

Officer In Charge, Statistics Division

Food and Agricultural Organization
On agricultural statistics

My comments at this point in the program may be a little premature since I am only addressing one sector within this whole area of economic statistics, and that is agriculture. I do have some concerns when I see a country where according to the Masterplan 40 percent of GDP is agriculture and an even larger percent of employment and where 70 percent of the population is rural. Apparently agriculture has been put on the back-burner in this Masterplan.

In my mind it is a mistake to postpone putting annual surveys in place until there is an agricultural census.  A statistical agency with limited resources must learn to walk before it can learn to run.  I recommend that we begin with small sample surveys in the agricultural arena before doing the agricultural census, starting small working  to the large.

I know that many of you will say that you cannot have sample surveys before you have a sampling frame. I would contend that methodologies do exist now for developing sampling frames to be used in sample surveys for agriculture production, for both crops and livestock, namely area frame sampling, which can be combined with list frames or registers in order to take advantage of the efficiencies of both data collection systems. It is often referred to as multiple frame sampling. 

FAO recently has held an international expert consultation on this particular subject and we will soon publish a handbook with case studies from many developing countries that have incorporated this methodology in their agricultural data collection systems.

I would like to make a couple of other comments. First, when you do your population census, be sure to include some screening questions to identify those households that are involved in agriculture. This can help you build your frame, evaluate your registers and to improve your list of agricultural holders.  

Second, just as a point of information, FAO does have the responsibility within the UN system for the development of the world census of agricultural program, which includes recommendations for the conduct of the census, the items to be included, the official classification systems to be used, the organization to be used etc.

The documents for the 2000 world census of agriculture round which takes in the years from 1996 to 2005 are now in draft form. It is being evaluated by many of the member countries and will be published later this year.

FAO has also developed a handbook for economic accounts for agriculture to be used by countries who are developing their agricultural sector input into the system of National Accounts. This handbook is currently being evaluated and verified by the UN statistical office in New York to check its harmonization with the 1993 system of National Accounts. Also this handbook will be published later this year.

Mr. Ramesh Chander

Statistical Advisor 

World Bank
On the UNSTAT/World bank proposal
My first remark concerns the reference to the UNSTAT- World Bank approach. Neither the Masterplan document nor the presentation this morning gave any specifics concerning that proposal.  And the impression is that this animal that was proposed is unique. I like to submit, Mr. Chairman, that the proposal was not unique. It was based on the three s’s that I stated yesterday: Simplicity, Sustainability; and a Step-by-step approach.

The proposal basically suggested that in the immediate term, and by that I mean the next year or two, there was a need for National Accounts and that need could be met by continuing with whatever basic series were available and putting them together to come up with some estimates.

In the medium term, as capacity was being developed, and we all realize that it will take time to develop that capacity, we felt that a series of sector specific surveys were not really practical in the short term.

We suggested instead, that all establishments that had an employment size above whatever cut-off you decide, should be surveyed. And given that this economy has large amounts of production which are generated in the household sector, we thought the only practical way of measuring that output was through an integrated Income and Expenditure Survey.

Those were the proposals, Mr. Chairman, and they are in no sense deviating from the standard approach.

On the textbook approach
Allow me a few words on the so called textbook approach. There is nothing wrong with it. In the longer term, common sense indicates that that’s the way to go. But I would question the premise that you can, in the next year or two, launch sector specific surveys covering a large number of sectors. This indeed, I don’t think is feasible because of the resource questions and the whole issue of sustainability.

On the informal sector
I also feel that in the Palestinian economy, a large part of production takes place at the household level.  The establishment census did not capture those activities at all. They merely captured those establishments that could be identified visibly. For instance, if there are activities such as basket weaving or carpet making in the backyard, those activities were certainly not captured in the establishment census. That could be significant both in terms of employment and in terms of income generation. I am, therefore, questioning whether the approach that is being suggested, the so called textbook approach, is really going to give you the results that you need..

Mr. Svein Longva

Director-General, Statistics Norway
I think all discussants stressed the step-by-step approach and the issue of sustainability. I certainly agree with that. I think it is very necessary not to have too high ambitions at this stage and not overdoing it in the beginning. You must move smoothly in the beginning. 

I want to echo what Lutzel has just said, that economic statistics is not identical with National Accounts. Back home I was asked in a discussion recently: Why do you need all these statistics since they are already in the National Accounts.

So it may be that we are somehow overselling National Accounts and not stressing the necessity of having a sound foundation for the National Accounts calculations.

On the need for short term indicators

I am a little worried by the lack of a timetable for the construction of short term indicators and also medium term indicators, for instance, the time table for the consumer price index, which I am sure should be a first priority.

On boundary problems

I would also like to stress the boundary problems with other agencies that should be settled as soon as possible. The maintenance and updating of the business register depends on the relationship with the tax agency and also how they are going to use it. If the register is not used by others and even maintained by others you will have to repeat the census every two years or so.  Otherwise, it will be out of date very soon.

Another area where this boundary problem is important is in foreign trade statistics. And also in agricultural statistics as the main sector that has been left out at the moment.  You need to make good contacts with the Ministry of Agriculture and also other research groups in the area.  Do not try to cover the area yourself.  Try to utilize others’ information.

On financial flow statistics

Finally, I would like to stress the necessity to have something in the area of financial flows:  Palestine will depend on foreign aid for a long time.  The inflow of financial means must be kept in track. If you are not doing it, someone else must do it. And there may be contradiction between what you are doing on the domestic economy and what someone else does on the international economy.  

You need to get into discussions with your monetary authority as soon as possible and establish a division of labor there and include in your balance of payments statistics also the financial flows.

Mr. Jean-Louis Bodin

Director of Department for International Relations and Co-operation

INSEE, France 

On the business register
Yesterday afternoon, I expressed doubts about the population register considered as one of the main components of a system for population statistics. On the contrary, I would like to say that business registers, when they exist, are a wonderful tool for statisticians. 

But one difficulty in the management of business registers is the updating of the registers. I fully agree with Mr. Zeuthen. I must insist on the fact that the updating process must be a continuous process.  Stopping for one year hurts statistics. After that it is very difficult to use the register. 

In this way I believe that the inventory that was done last year which is very interesting and gives lots of information about businesses in Gaza and West Bank is not the first step in establishing the register. Because if I have understood correctly, there is no updating process yet. And very soon it will be very difficult to go from this inventory to a real register.

I have one specific question to Nabil Dabour. I like very much the textbook approach and I think that it is pragmatic.  But what about the informal sector that Ramesh Chander talked about?  How does it contribute to the economy?  Are there any plans to investigate the informal sector? There is nothing in the Masterplan about the informal sector.

Ms. Abla Nashashibi

Manager, Population & Development Unit & Financia Statistics

Ministry of Finance

On registers

I cannot deny the importance of the business register. But is it a must that the PCBS carry  out this task knowing that there are so many other specialized surveys that need to be carried out. We need the data so badly. We cannot get one single readable indicator from the statistical abstracts. Why don’t we let other governmental institutions do this work and hit the main target, that is, the specialized surveys. Does PCBS need to do a business register?  Why not let another institution do it?  I don’t think it requires statisticians.   

Again in relation to yesterday’s discussion, the civil registration should not just be carried out by PCBS.  At the moment this is only administrative work. Let us use the PCBS staff and resources for getting information for policy makers, for the government ministries, for researchers, for universities. People are really hungry for data. So, please, give us the specialized surveys that we need so badly

Dr. Hasan Abu-Libdeh

Director-General

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
On registers

It seems to me that there is one theme that was misunderstood today and yesterday. The problem the PCBS is facing is that it is supposed to fulfill its functions by using some existing infrastructure. But the option we resorted to is that when the needed infrastructure was not there, we created it. This is exactly what we did with the business, register. 

We are not advocating at all the maintenance of any of the registers. What we are advocating is that we will be using heavily the three central registers but this does not mean that we have to create these registers or maintain them. For the business register, creating it was the only choice we had.

We have to carry out an economic statistics program with surveys and when we do that we have to be sure that they are representative. We had no choice but to go into a census, one, to create a sampling frame, and two, as a service to other ministries, to create a business register. This register will be handed over and we will be users of that register like any other user.

Mr. Erwin Wartenberg

GTZ consultant on economic statistics

Bundesamt fur Statistik, Germany
On informal sector

I would like to give some clarification on household production and informal sector. In the establishment survey, we went much further than in other countries. I will give some examples. If we saw someone weaving some baskets and we saw the baskets, we would go to him with our questionnaire. This case will be included.

But if someone is making a basket on the fifth floor of a house and we cannot see him, then this activity is not included.

When we were in Gaza we had one example which was very interesting. We saw some people drinking coffee on a bench. There was no sign. We thought that it was a coffee shop. When we approached the place we found out that the  owner also changed money. Furthermore, he was also involved in car repair. In this case, we had enormous difficulties in defining the main activity of this establishment.

Mr. Khalid Islaih

Subject matter officer for balance of payments

Division of Economic Statistics in PCBS
On balance of payment

Mainly, I would like to make some comments on what Mr. Gill and others have said about balance of payments statistics and the rest of the world account. 

Concerning the labor compensation, we will be using estimates from the Labor Force Survey that will start soon and also some other information. 

Furthermore, we are planning for a workshop on balance of payments statistics where participants will be the key governmental institutions of the Palestinian  National Authority to develop working contacts with them. Also we would invite the key non-governmental organizations like UNWRA and other foreign NGOs. 

Concerning the financial inflow to the Remaining West Bank and Gaza we will develop a relationship with the Palestinian Monetary Authority. Unfortunately, they are still in the phase where they are preparing their plans and activities for the future.

So those are the plans for our balance of payments statistics.

Concluding remarks and rejoinders
Mr. William Tyler

Lead Economist, Middle East Department 

World Bank
On training

One question that came up yesterday and briefly touched today was the one on sustainability and the question of priorities put in a time context.  There is a trade off between output now and output in the future. And I see output in the future being very much a function of investment in the staff.

After all that has been said, including the eloquent plea for data now and that all these series are important straight away, I think it is very important to worry about what will happen when the donor support dries up in the not so distant future, especially when that support is tied to particular products and series.

I think it is particularly important to focus on training your staff.  That has its costs in addition to financial costs in terms of giving up possible output now. But I think it is very important to focus on that question.

My final point is that this is a rather auspicious occasion in the sense that there are many institutions present here  who can provide some support.  This is an opportunity to enlist help from such a diversified group as ourselves.

Mr. Heinrich Lutzel

Director of the National Accounts Division

Statistics Germany 

On good statistics and quick fixes

I want to react to Mr. Chander’s proposal. I think I can do this because I have known him for so long. In his intervention he said that the Masterplan is a good thing for the long run.  And I agree. The Masterplan as presented is the right way.   But National Accounts estimates, even very crude guestimates, are needed now in addition. This is true. But who should prepare these very weak estimates? With the statistical base available, this should not be the task of the official statistical office at this particular time. The national statistical office should not be involved in this kind of work. This can better be done by researchers at universities. When estimates can be better based the statistical office should take over the work. This is the normal way.  

On the establishment census

The next question raised, is an Establishment Census really necessary. I think that you will all agree that a census of establishments has the highest priority. You started with the census. This is right for developing your economic statistics.  

A census is necessary for sampling. I have my doubts if samples should be taken if the frame is not clear.  The usefulness of samples is limited if you do not know the total.  

On priorities

In my opinion, the highest priority statistics are the agricultural statistics, price statistics, foreign trade statistics, and balance of payments statistics. But making priorities is not easy. Palestinians can conduct a statistical activity only if there is a donor to finance the project. If they had a budget and could make their own priorities, I am sure they would have started with agricultural statistics. Money are important! Nonetheless, it is very important to prepare plans for statistics that are essential even if there was no sponsorship for that activity.

Professor Hans Zeuthen

Former Director-General

Statistics Denmark
On registers

About business registers, we also had the idea that somebody else should do it. But we found that they were not sufficiently interested to do it with the quality necessary for statistical use. A register is a necessary infrastructure for good quality statistics for the reasons already given. It would be even more difficult in a country like this to find some other authority who is able to do it and who is willing to give it sufficient resources.

Some resources you can get by selling addresses from the registers. This will give you some income and that is when you get strong feedback from customers. When they find errors, they will be angry and call you up. This is a very important feedback to improve quality.  

On agricultural statistics

Yet, in agricultural statistics, do not repeat the mistakes of Europe and have too much agricultural statistics compared with service statistics.

On good statistics and quick fixes
On this question of shaky estimates in the short run, I do not have strong opinions. To do it if you have national account estimates for the previous year is not so difficult. You don’t need years for that, you rather need weeks. If you have to do the estimates over a gap of more than one year, it becomes very difficult. 

Mr. Mahinder Gill

Assistant Director

Statistics Department, IMF
On agricultural statistics
Mr. Larson mentioned agriculture. Of course, agriculture needs to be thought of in the context of developing National Accounts. Data collection may be done in the Ministry of Agriculture as long as you get the data needed in a timely fashion. Even in the Israeli National Accounts, the agricultural sector was among the strongest in data quality. This data collection can continue for the time being, now reporting to the PNA without the PCBS involving itself in data collection. An agricultural census can be considered later on.

On financial flows
Mr. Longva mentioned the need for developing financial flows. The point is well taken and I think we mentioned this in our recommendations to PCBS when we were looking at the whole gamut of economic statistics.  What we felt is right now for current account the capital transfers part is going to be the major element of aid flows in terms of investment, loans and the like. This probably will come in an incremental fashion in the next few years. 

And when the institions are in place with the Monetary Authority one would want to consider developing some estimates of banking flows . If the situation becomes stable in the future with large foreign investment flows one would need to take that into account. Registers will be needed to identify which are the branches, subsidiaries etc. with big foreign investment flows. This will remain a longer term objective in the context of balance of payments.

On household consumption estimates
There is certainly a need for a Household Income and Consumption Survey apart from updating and producing a better weighted sysem for the the CPI, the PPI, for deflation purposes. But pending the availability of such results I would submit that one would need to explore the possibility of developing, perhaps, commodity flow method - in the first instance to develop some household consumption estimates.  

On government finance statistics
Then again building in government finance: The public sector is going to grow. Itt will be the focal point of development planning. A lot of public investment is going to take place. We will need this information for the analysis of published accounts without having to do specialized surveys. They naturally feed into the the building up of national accounts.

It is the art of looking at all relevant sources. Even with the best efforts of doing sample surveys we would need to be doing qualitative checks to see if the coverage is good enough. We will always be having to do cross-checking, comparing with other sources in order to develop the best estimates for national accounts

Mr. Nabil Dabour

Subject Matter Office for National Accounts

PCBS

I think nothing is left for me to comment on. I would like to thank all the discussants for their valuable comments and also for other interventions. And I like to emphasize the point that we are at the PCBS sharing the common sense that we need to proceed step-by-step and according to our resources and priorities.

Chairman Linehan:  Given everything that we have heard, I think you will all appreciate the reason why this little quotation strikes a chord with all national accountants.


Though we don’t know what we measure, yet we publish it with pleasure....


And we hide our mortal terror of a quite substantial error...
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