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Ladies and gentlemen, 

Dear former colleagues, 

It is a great pleasure for me to be with you here today at the 13th meeting of the 
European Statistical System Committee (ESSC). 

I still remember the many meetings of the Statistical Programme Committee which I 
attended over the years, albeit in a different role. 

As you all know, at the end of October last year Commission President Barroso 
decided to further guarantee the independent production and dissemination of 
European statistics. This has been implemented by transferring the responsibility for 
Eurostat to my portfolio. 

European Statistics and their quality have always been high on my agenda. 
Therefore, I am glad to join you today to discuss a number of topics currently 
relevant for the European Statistical System and the European Union as a whole. 

The economic and financial crisis has thrown the European statistical system into 
the spotlight. It has highlighted how much policymakers depend on sound data to 
make sound decisions. And it has underlined the importance of reliable statistics in 
this context.  

Statistics not only pin-point where the weaknesses lie in our economic and social 
systems but also provide the basis for finding the right solutions to address them. 
Moreover, they allow us to measure the success of our decisions; to monitor our 
progress and to ensure we are on the right path to sustainable growth.  

The high quality of statistics becomes even more relevant when we consider the 
decisions taken over the past year to reinforce economic governance in the EU. 
Whether in the Commission's recommendations in the European Semester, or the 
use of enforcement mechanisms in the case of non-compliance with agreed targets, 
statistics will be the bed-rock. 

High quality is also needed in other statistical domains. As an example, the Council 
Working Party is currently discussing a proposal from the Commission on 
Demographic statistics. It aims to bring harmonization in the definition of population 
used for the qualified majority voting. It is obvious that this criterion should be 
harmonized. 

The economic crisis has also shown us the importance of credible statistics for trust 
in decisions taken at national and EU level – particularly when these decisions are 
difficult or painful. It is not enough for our statistical systems to be independent and 
the statistics they produce of high quality: they must also be perceived to be so.  

This is key for public support and understanding. It is crucial for ensuring measured 
market reactions. And it is essential for trust between Member States, and for 
confidence in the European way ahead.  

Let there be no misunderstanding: European statistics are already of good quality 
thanks to work done in recent years, in particular around the European Statistics 
Code of Practice. But more is needed in terms of quality to meet the challenges 
ahead. This can be achieved based on the Communication to the European 
Parliament and the Council on "Towards robust quality management for European 
Statistics". Facing these challenges is even more difficult with the severe budget 
cuts that ESS members are experiencing. These have to be courageously 
addressed. And I see the implementation of the Vision on the production method of 
EU statistics and the joint ESS strategy as crucial preconditions for the ESS to be 
able to fulfil its role in the future. 

The communication on robust quality management had been made necessary when 
drawing the lessons of the crisis. Its message is two fold: 
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 First: develop a more preventive approach for quality assurance in EDP 
statistics which could be extended to other areas of high political importance;  

 Second: reinforce the independence of statisticians. 

I am happy to note that one year later most of the proposals of the Communication 
are now materialising. 

Firstly, as regards the more preventive approach in the domain of EDP statistics, 
significant steps have been accomplished in one year with emphasis on a risk 
based approach. I would like to highlight today: 

- A new specialised Directorate has been created inside Eurostat, with 
increased staffing following an internal redeployment of resources in Eurostat.  

- A new type of dialogue visit has been fielded, the so-called "upstream 
dialogue visit". It aims, in cooperation with you, the NSIs, to implement a better 
quality management of the data flows received by NSIs. 

- Cooperation with the relevant actors, via a new Working Group on 
Government Finance Statistics (GFS) and with National Courts of Auditors 

Let's not forget the study on the possible use in Europe of International Public 
Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) currently under way at the request of the 
European Parliament.  

Secondly, implementation of enhanced quality assurance will be very important also 
in the areas linked to the package on economic governance (the so called "Six-
Pack"). In the Macroeconomic Imbalances Procedure (MIP) the objective is to 
ensure early detection of macroeconomic imbalances in order to prevent and correct 
excessive imbalances within the Union. This requires the availability of high quality 
statistics for the scoreboard indicators. 

I would like to underline the importance of having timely statistics of the highest 
quality for inclusion in the scoreboard. The Council has invited the Commission to 
take all necessary initiatives to ensure a reliable procedure for the compilation of 
these statistics. It also urges for a continuous improvement of the underlying 
statistical information. 

The Commission welcomes this invitation. In close coordination with you, Eurostat 
contributed to the first report on the Macroeconomic Imbalances Procedure, the so-
called Alert Mechanism Report.  The data used in this first report came mainly from 
the ESS. 

Eurostat is currently devising proposals for a robust, coherent and transparent 
monitoring framework of the MIP scoreboard statistics. The proposals will aim to 
efficiently monitor and continuously improve the quality of the data in close 
cooperation with Member States. It will be discussed how best to involve 
statisticians in the updating of the indicators, and in the development of effective 
communication with stakeholders as well. It is also important that the ESS and 
ESCB should work together to improve the quality of concerned statistics and 
especially their comparability. 

The proposals will start a major undertaking that can succeed only with the full 
support of the national statistical institutes. 

In this context, it will be necessary to pay attention to additional indicators, for 
example on productivity, the financial sector and other sectoral developments and 
on employment. They being developed under other policy frameworks, are used to 
support the economic reading of the scoreboard. 

In relation to the quality of macroeconomic statistics, it is essential to stress again 
the high quality requirements, which the ESS is faced with, concerning Gross 
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Domestic Product and Gross National Income data. The very important results 
achieved in this area need to be consolidated and continued. In particular, it is 
relevant due to very important administrative use of GDP and GNI within the Union; 
and the role of GDP as denominator in the EDP and MIP frameworks that I have just 
mentioned. 

I would also like to mention the EU 2020 strategy, where statisticians provide the 
necessary input for monitoring the implementation of agreed targets. 

Regarding the reinforcement of the independence of NSIs and Eurostat: 

Even if all data sources and all statistical production processes are optimised to 
deliver results in full compliance with European data quality standards, it would not 
be enough for European statistics to preserve their credibility. What is also needed 
is efficient and robust statistical governance both at national and European level, 
with a focus on professional independence. Statistical authorities must be protected, 
legally as well as in practice, from any kind of political influence on the results they 
provide.  

This is why I attach such great importance to the proposal, recently adopted by the 
Commission, for a regulation amending Regulation No 223/2009 on European 
statistics, the Union's statistical law. By this initiative the Commission clearly defines 
the conditions for national statistical institutes firstly, to be professionally 
independent; and secondly, to be able to coordinate all important aspects of 
statistical governance at national level. The Commission also proposes that 
governments are required to formally acknowledge their part of responsibility for the 
public trust in official statistics by signing a Commitment on Confidence in Statistics. 
I know and I am very glad that some Member States have already taken steps to 
establish such Commitments. 

Ladies and gentlemen, this proposal on Commitments was designed to help you, 
national statisticians, to preserve your necessary autonomy. It will safeguard the 
credibility of your institutions and the statistics they produce. I count on your support 
for it during the forthcoming Council proceedings. As far as the Commission is 
concerned, the forthcoming Commission decision on Eurostat will provide the 
necessary safeguards at Commission level. 

Let me now come to today's meeting agenda. You will discuss a number of 
important topics, starting with the draft Annual Statistical Work Programme 2013.  

Re-engineering the current production system of European statistics is the best 
option available today that can deliver high-quality statistics. It will help to reduce the 
burden on businesses, use less human resources and, on the long run, minimise 
the costs.  It will also help to avoid duplicating work and cope with increased 
demands. Quality, new production methods and partnership are the bricks on the 
road from vision to reality. The 2013 Annual Work Programme will be the first one of 
its kind contributing to the implementation of the European Statistical Programme 
2013–2017.  

The years to come will see more and more projects having a broader ESS 
approach. Strengthening the partnership within the ESS and beyond is one of the 
main objectives of the European Statistical Programme. I am happy to see that, from 
January 2013 onwards, the link between the medium-term objectives of the 
European Statistical Programme and the priorities and objectives of the annual 
statistical programmes will be stronger than ever before. This will lead to enhanced 
coordination of the implementation of the statistical agenda of the ESS. And the 
progress towards achieving the ESS objectives will become now more easily visible. 

In general, the search for efficiency gains in the production of European statistics 
remains high on the agenda. The deployment of the joint strategy adopted in May 
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2010 by the ESS should continue and be a key priority in the 2013 work programme. 
I sincerely hope that the activities planned will be leading to more integration of EU 
statistics production processes.  

There are a numerous tools for that. Just to mention few of them: more 
standardisation of data, metadata and processes, including validation, common 
platforms to share data, coordination of methods to access micro-data in a secure 
way. In a more general way, I would mention modular approaches of the EU 
statistics production processes and of the information to facilitate interoperability at 
European level.  

You will also discuss the burden reduction initiative for simplification of Intrastat.  

I wish to congratulate you for the decision taken at the ESS Committee meeting on 
17 November 2011 to pursue a top-down approach on the simplification of Intrastat 
and to fix an ambitious simplification target. Moreover, I would like to assure you that 
the Commission is committed to providing you with the necessary support in 
achieving the desired two-fold objective for Intrastat: less administrative burden on 
European businesses and better data quality. 

Why is the Commission giving such importance to this project? 

Firstly, because the undertaken burden reduction measures had limited success so 
far.  

Intrastat remains the most burdensome statistical area and the Council continues 
calling to take necessary steps.  

Secondly, the user needs have changed. Intrastat was developed at the onset of the 
Single Market for goods. Nowadays, new demands were formulated:  

 more trade in services statistics;  

 better linking of trade and business statistics;  

 the availability of trade by added value statistics, etc.  

These are the new needs that have to be addressed at EU level. 

Finally, there is an answer to the quality and consistency issues of Intrastat that 
were the main blocking factors for a genuine simplification in the past. The 
Commission proposal SIMSTAT (Single Market Statistics) employs a new and 
robust conceptual approach. The simplification of the reporting requirement on Intra-
EU imports combined with the compulsory exchange of micro-data on EU exports is 
an innovation. It allows each Member State to find an optimal way for the national 
conditions of implementing the new SIMSTAT.  

In conclusion, the Commission is strongly committed to achieving an ambitious 
burden reduction by 2015. Your decisions on the SIMSTAT proposal and on the 
technical project to prove the feasibility of micro-data exchange will be of particular 
significance. 

Let me close with some words on your ongoing debate on a new streamlined 
organisational structure for the European Statistical System. 

The idea is to set up a clear pyramid structure within the ESS with this committee as 
highest strategic body. 

The concentration of all comitology powers in the hands of the ESS Committee 
would further strengthen its position as umbrella committee within the ESS.  

As you know, the necessary fundament for decisions to be taken at ESSC level will 
be ensured by the Directors' Groups. They will ensure technical and strategic 
discussions and thorough preparation of decisions before the ESS Committee would 
then take the ultimate decisions as highest strategic body in the ESS. 
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The new set-up will continue to ensure broad consultation of all involved 
stakeholders in a more streamlined setting. 

In this context, your discussions about strengthening the cooperation between the 
European Statistical System and the European System of Central Banks are 
another necessary step. 

This streamlining of the organisational structure of the ESS should not diminish but, 
on the contrary, increase the cooperation between the European Statistical System 
and the European System of Central Banks. We all know that this cooperation is 
indispensable and of high importance to the main users of macro-economic 
statistics. The governance of this cooperation, which dates from the 1990s, need to 
be up to the challenges ahead.  

I am confident that you will find structures, which will ensure a continued and more 
efficient coordination with your partners from the ESCB, including in the field of 
Government Finance Statistics.  

Finally, I am sure the main stakeholders would be completely reassured with this 
new governance. Transparent communication should reflect that issues of strategic 
importance, such as the multiannual work program of the two systems, will be 
coordinated at the highest possible level. 

To conclude, I fully support these ongoing initiatives, which I strongly believe are 
essential to face current and future challenges in the field of official statistics. In 
these difficult times, one lesson we can already draw is that Europe is the catalyser 
for solutions.  

Ladies and gentlemen, I am confident that with your support and input the ESS will 
be effective and efficient in finding and implementing the solutions needed at ESS 
level. 

With these remarks, I am now opening the floor and am looking forward to a fruitful 
discussion with you.. 

 


