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UK STATISTICS AUTHORITY

Committee for Official Statistics
SA(COS)(10)14

GSS Agriculture and Environment Theme Group Update

Purpose
1. This paper presents a note on the plans and priorities of the Government Statistical 

Service (GSS) Agriculture and Environment Theme Group.

Recommendations
2. Members of the Committee for Official Statistics are invited to note the current plans and 

activities being undertaken within the Agriculture and Environment Theme.

Discussion
3. The Committee for Official Statistics agreed at its 6 May meeting that it would like to hear 

from Theme Leaders at future Committee meetings, regarding plans and priorities in 
their respective topic areas. This paper provides a brief update on the current plans and 
activities being undertaken within the Agriculture and Environment Theme. This Theme 
Group is chaired by Peter Helm, Statistical Head of Profession at the Department of 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).

4. The Agriculture and Environment Theme Group (AETG) has two sub-groups whose work 
is co-ordinated by Peter Helm (Chair of AETG):

Agriculture (which has a rotating chair - currently Marc Thomas of DEFRA), and;i.
Environment (chaired by John Custance of DEFRA). ii.

5. Each sub-group includes representatives from the Devolved Administrations (DAs) and 
(in the case of the environment sub-group) a number of DeFRA and DA Executive 
Agencies and Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs). AETG includes the sub-group 
chairs, DA representatives and two senior Arm's Length Body (ALB) representatives to 
provide external challenge.  

6. A good spirit of co-operation has existed for many years on the agriculture side, helped 
by the close working to address the UK's response to EU statistical issues. There is joint 
consideration of many issues though the solutions may not be the same across all the 
UK countries. A UK administrative data system (from which the statistical analyses are 
produced) is in place on the fisheries side, with examples of UK-wide statistical survey 
collections. AETG expects that this spirit will continue on the environment side, though it 
is a much newer group. A number of ALBs have responsibility for matters in more than 
one country and good cooperation is therefore essential in such cases.

7. It will be necessary to watch that there is a consistent and manageable approach in 
relation to the definition of official statistics covered by ALBs. Different departments are 
taking different approaches and moving at different speeds. Irrespective of ‘official 
statistics’ status, we are keen to cover the full range of statistics as far as we can.

8. There are five key issues emerging (or likely to emerge).

A more strategic focus - AETG needs to become much more strategic with key i.
targets identified, and plans linked to the annual business planning cycle. A 
workshop on effective user engagement (including communication) will be held in the 
Autumn.

Climate change - The Environment sub-group is undertaking a stocktake of what ii.
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information is currently collected and what is needed.  Climate change data is being 
made more accessible via the DECC website. An Inter-Departmental Working Group 
is being set up to direct future work.

Influencing Europe - EU requirements, which are already seen as excessive, are iii.
growing and reflect new needs. The response to Sir Michael Scholar’s letter to the 
Agricultural Commissioner was - while helpful in some respects - very light on the 
detail of specific uses. Some support for our position was obtained at a recent 
DG-Agri Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Simplification Experts Group meeting. 
Issues are being pursued through the statistical, policy and economists’ networks. 
Further consideration needs to be given to getting more support from other member 
states.  

Review of priorities in the light of the Spending Review - All departments expect to be iv.
faced with significant pressures. A hard look is being taken at priorities and areas for 
savings. It will be important for the cross-UK teams to continue to work together on 
this. We are intending to consult key users on their priorities over the summer. 
Ministers have decided to drop the hardcopy publication of ‘Sustainable 
Development Indicators in Your Pocket’ (SDIYP) and rely on Internet access. 

Learning lessons from Assessments - This is something AETG is keen to support v.
across Themes. With the exception of fisheries (where a Statistics Authority review is 
scheduled for early 2011) the current programmes for each country have been drawn 
up separately, leading to common surveys being reviewed at different times; this 
does not seem a sensible approach.    

Peter Helm, Agriculture and Environment Theme Chair, July 2010
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The Evolution of Monitoring
Purpose
1. This paper describes how the Authority’s monitoring function has been operating and 

invites the views of the Committee for Official Statistics on how it could be further 
developed. 

Timing
2. We would like to refine these proposals and bring a revised paper to the Authority Board 

in July 2010.

Recommendations
3. Members of the Committee for Official Statistics are invited to agree that the Monitoring 

and Assessment team should:

normally plan to have around one Monitoring Report in production at any given time i.
(paragraph 11);
complement Monitoring Reports with a series of Monitoring Notes that are somewhat ii.
shorter than Monitoring Reports but longer than current Notes (paragraphs 11 and 
12), and;
experiment with the use of round table discussions as an additional means of iii.
addressing statutory monitoring requirements (paragraphs 13 and 14).

4. Members of the Committee are also invited to comment on the suggested priorities for 
Monitoring Notes (paragraph 18).

Discussion
5. Monitoring represents a separate strand of the Authority’s independent scrutiny function 

that is distinct from assessment against the Code of Practice. It provides the Authority 
with a means of putting on record its views on any matter that might impinge on public 
trust in official statistics.

6. At present, the Authority has two main outlets for its monitoring activities, Monitoring 
Reports and Monitoring and Assessment Notes. In addition, the Authority maintains an 
‘issues log’ on its website as a public record of matters which have been drawn to its 
attention. 

7. Monitoring Reports are comprehensive research exercises that are overseen by a formal 
project board and are developed in close consultation with producers, users and relevant 
experts. They are designed to provide authoritative views on particular topics based on 
in-depth explorations of the issues. To date, the Authority has published seven 
Monitoring Reports. Work has recently started on a further Monitoring Report on 
environmental statistics. Annex A provides an overview of how Monitoring Reports have 
developed over the two and a half years since the Authority was first established and 
provides a brief summary of each of the Reports. 

8. Monitoring Reports have proved an effective means for the Authority to fulfil its statutory 
obligation to report and publish its views on matters that impinge on public confidence in 
official statistics. Particular achievements include the following.

The Migration report allowed the Authority to put on record its views that it could take i.
decades before the longer term aspiration for high quality migration statistics could 
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be realised and emphasise the importance of maintaining a national address register 
beyond the 2011 Census.
The Pre-Release access report allowed the Authority to put on record its considered ii.
views on the rules that should govern pre-release access to statistical reports.
The Strengthening User Engagement report provided an opportunity for the Authority iii.
to explain the importance it attaches to effective user engagement as a precursor to 
realising the value of official statistics, and to make recommendations aimed at 
strengthening the user voice. 

9. The management arrangements for producing Monitoring Reports have worked well and 
contributed to the credibility and authority of the final Reports and their 
recommendations. However, the process of establishing a project board, commissioning 
external research and carrying out extensive consultation exercises is resource intensive 
and time consuming.

10. The Authority has published Monitoring and Assessment Notes in response to concerns 
raised in relation to a particular series or statistical issue. They have complemented 
Monitoring Reports by providing a means for the Authority to give a rapid response to a 
particular issue as it arises. To date, the Authority has published nine such Notes on its 
website. Further information on how Monitoring and Assessment Notes have developed 
and a summary of each Note that has been produced is attached in Annex B. 

11. Monitoring and Assessment Notes have proved an effective means of drawing attention 
to issues of concern in relation to official statistics and have also helped to raise public 
awareness of the role of the Authority in providing an independent voice on official 
statistics. Key achievements from Monitoring and Assessment Notes over the last two 
and a half years include the following.

The Knife Crime Statistics Monitoring and Assessment Note resulted in a hearing of i.
the Public Administration Select Committee. Following that, the Cabinet Secretary, 
Sir Gus O’Donnell issued new guidance to the Civil Service regarding good practice 
in relation to official statistics and the role of government statisticians.
The Gender Pay Gap Monitoring and Assessment Note led to discussions between ii.
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and the Government Equalities Office (GEO) 
on the most appropriate way to present figures on the gender pay gap. ONS 
subsequently published a position paper that fully took on board the views expressed 
in the Note.
The Emerging Findings from Assessments in 2009 Monitoring and Assessment Note iii.
highlighted important findings from the early rounds of assessment on the need for 
producers to do more to engage with users and to improve the quality of commentary 
that accompanies statistical reports.

12. In the light of our experience so far, we see a case for adjusting the current balance of 
effort devoted to Monitoring Reports and to Monitoring and Assessment Notes. We 
consider that the Monitoring and Assessment team should continue to produce 
Monitoring Reports on selected topics, but recommend that we plan on the basis of not 
normally having more than one Monitoring Report in production at any given time. This 
would free up some resources to produce what we might call Monitoring Notes, 
something that would be shorter than a typical Monitoring Report but longer than a 
typical Monitoring and Assessment Note. Monitoring Notes would not need to have a full 
project board to oversee their production, but would provide the option to investigate an 
issue in somewhat greater depth than most current Monitoring and Assessment Notes. 
The Note on the Gender Pay Gap has many of the characteristics of what a new 
Monitoring Note might look like.
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13. The new series of Monitoring Notes would replace the current series of Monitoring and 
Assessment Notes. Monitoring Reports and Monitoring Notes would then be two distinct 
outputs, each with its own programme published on the website. We would retain the 
ability to produce extra Monitoring Notes at short notice, in response to any emerging 
developments that may be of concern to the Authority.

14. In addition, we see value in experimenting with ‘round table’ discussions. This would 
entail a round table discussion of a particular topic by a group of relevant stakeholders, 
including experts, users and producers, as appropriate. Round table discussions can 
provide an effective means of getting quickly to the heart of certain matters, establishing 
common ground and the controversial issues.

15. The precise format of a round table discussion can vary, but typically, it would proceed 
along the following lines. Once a suitable topic had been identified, the Monitoring and 
Assessment team would prepare a paper as a basis for discussion. Selected 
discussants would be invited to participate in the discussion which would be chaired by a 
Non Executive Director. The discussion would provide a basis for the Monitoring and 
Assessment team to update the discussion paper and to seek written comments from 
discussants prior to publishing the paper on the Authority website along with a record of 
the discussion. On occasions, it may make sense to invite third parties to provide a 
paper for discussion; or more than one discussion paper could be commissioned.

16. Monitoring Reports have tended to be planned well ahead, whereas Monitoring and 
Assessment Notes have tended to be produced at short notice in response to an issue 
arising. At present, work is in hand on the following three topics, which could be released 
as the first outputs from the new series of Monitoring Notes, to replace the current series 
of Monitoring and Assessment Notes:

emerging findings from the Assessments published in January to June 2010, and we i.
expect ‘emerging findings’ will become regular six monthly outputs;
the use made of official statistics (intended to help producers of official statistics to ii.
identify the types of use made, or potentially made, of their statistics), and;
the availability of statistics about the housing market (on which work has recently iii.
started).

17. We see value in developing a forward programme of Monitoring Notes to address a 
range of issues. The Monitoring and Assessment team has developed a long list of 
potential topics for a forward programme of Monitoring and Assessment Notes and 
Monitoring Notes. The list is attached at Annex C and has been organised under the 
following generic headings:

Code interpretation, and good/best practice;i.
specific measurement/statistical issues, and;ii.
quality issues.iii.

18. In practice not all of these ideas are necessarily suitable for publication, while others 
might more appropriately be taken forward by, or in partnership with, the National 
Statistician’s Office. But they give a flavour of the range of topics that might form the 
basis of Notes.

19. We suggest that the following ideas drawn from the long list could form a suitable core of 
topics to be produced over the next six months, to complement any proposals that arise 
in the course of events:

who produces official statistics about health? (paragraph 6.1 in Annex C);i.
exceptions made to the 24 hour maximum pre-release access period (paragraph 7)ii.
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promoting comparability of official statistics within the UK (paragraph 9)iii.
summary of the assessments of transport statistics (paragraph 10.2)iv.
the availability of statistics for Parliamentary Constituencies (paragraph 11)v.
statistical aspects of the publication of school level examination results (paragraph vi.
12)

Monitoring and Assessment Team, July 2010

List of Annexes

Annex A Monitoring Reports produced since April 2008
Annex B Monitoring and Assessment Notes produced since April 2008
Annex C  Long list of potential Monitoring Notes
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Annex A Monitoring Reports produced since April 2008

Monitoring Reports are comprehensive reviews. The reports are typically produced with the 
involvement of external experts and user interests but reflect the Authority’s independent 
views. Reviews are normally overseen by a project board chaired by a Non-Executive 
Director from the Authority Board. Membership of the project board also includes 
representatives from producers and users of the statistics being investigated. Reports are 
generally developed through extensive consultation with relevant stakeholders and are often 
supplemented by the gathering of evidence commissioned from consultants. Typically, the 
emerging findings are published first as an interim report. An open meeting is then convened 
to gather views on the interim report which informs the final published report.

To date, the Authority has published seven Monitoring Reports. The first three were 
published in 2008-09 and concerned the Code of Practice for Official Statistics and priorities 
for assessing official statistics that had not yet been designated as National Statistics. Four 
further reports were published in 2009-10 concerning migration statistics, barriers to trust in 
crime statistics, pre-release access to official statistics and strengthening user engagement. 
Further information on each of these reports is set out below. This Annex concludes by 
mentioning other planned Monitoring Reports that have not been progressed for various 
reasons.

1. Code of Practice for Official Statistics: A Consultation Document; report published July 
2008
This report was the consultation document on the draft Code of Practice for Official 
Statistics and the statement of Principles and Procedures for Assessment. 

2. Code of Practice for Official Statistics: Report on the Consultation and the Principles and 
Procedures for Assessment; report published January 2009
This report presents the final text of both the Code itself and the Statement of Principles 
and procedures.

3. Priorities for Designation as National Statistics; report published January 2009
This report was the Authority’s first review of official statistics that have not yet been 
designated as ‘National Statistics’. It identified an initial list of around 340 sets of 
statistics and from this list identified 11 sets of statistics as priorities for assessment 
against the new Code. Further work is needed to compile a more complete list of 
undesignated official statistics and this work is being led by the National Statistician's 
Office.

4. Migration Statistics: The Way Ahead? Interim report published April 2009, final report 
published July 2009
This report reviewed progress in implementing plans to improve UK migration statistics. 
The report drew on information gathered through interviews with a range of users, a 
review of the current developments within the Migration Statistics Improvement 
Programme, and a commissioned review of migration statistics literature prepared by the 
University of Leeds. There was also an open meeting to discuss the interim report and 
this helped to inform the final report. 

The Authority’s review concluded that the cross-government programme is doing much 
useful work to deliver specific improvements in the short to medium term. However, the 
longer term goal – for high quality migration statistics derived from an integrated 
statistical system that draws on administrative and survey/census data – will take some 
considerable time to realise, perhaps decades. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
has put in place an action plan to address the review's recommendations. The review 
also highlighted the importance of creating a national address register and this was the 
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subject of extensive correspondence with Ministers and others.

5. Overcoming Barriers to Trust in Crime Statistics - England and Wales; interim report 
published in December 2009 and final report published in May 2010
In May 2010 the Authority published Overcoming Barriers to Trust in Crime Statistics. 
Distrust of crime statistics has been a recurring theme, with three major reviews in the 
last ten years. The aim of the Authority's review was to identify the barriers to trust, 
examine the steps taken to overcome those barriers and to make recommendations as 
appropriate.

The report proposed that the National Statistician, supported as appropriate by 
departmental statisticians, should publish a regular commentary on trends and patterns 
in crime, and lead a review of statistical publications on crime and criminal justice - 
focusing on the use made of the data and on the need to present a more ‘joined-up’ 
picture of crime and the response of criminal justice agencies. It also recommended that 
the Home Office should set up a standing non-executive board to oversee the production 
of crime statistics and to provide public assurance of their impartiality and quality. Further 
recommendations in the report addressed the need to improve the way that crime 
statistics are presented, used and quoted inside and outside government.

The Home Secretary will be responding to the recommendations once she and 
ministerial colleagues have had a chance to consider the issues in more detail.

6. Pre-Release Access to Official Statistics - A Review of the Statutory Arrangements; 
report published in March 2010
This report formed the Authority’s independent review of the statutory arrangements for 
pre-release access to official statistics in the four UK administrations. It recommended a 
number of amendments to Pre-Release Access to Official Statistics Orders to tighten up 
on current arrangements. These were that:

All the UK administrations should seek to amend their Pre-Release Access Orders to i.
adopt a maximum period of pre-release access of three hours, with a shorter period 
as the norm;
The four UK administrations should work together to share a common understanding ii.
of the arguments surrounding pre-release access and to develop a common 
formulation for the Orders, beyond the adoption of the three-hour limit;
An interval of one hour should be respected, on a voluntary basis, between the iii.
release of statistics and the release of ministerial comment on those statistics, and;
Provisions in the Orders relating to the granting of pre-release access to journalists iv.
should be deleted. 

The report also proposed that it would be in the interests of public confidence in official 
statistics if the Authority were given the lead role in determining the arrangements for 
pre-release access in future. The four administrations are planning to carry out their own 
reviews of how arrangements have worked since the various orders came into effect. 
These reviews are expected to inform how the Cabinet Office and the Devolved 
Administrations respond to the recommendations contained in the Authority's Monitoring 
Report. 

7. Strengthening User Engagement: interim report published in March 2010 and final report 
published in June 2010
In June 2010 the Authority published Strengthening User Engagement. This report 
detailed the Authority’s thinking on the importance of user engagement as a precursor to 
realising the value of official statistics. It looked at ways of enhancing communication 
between the producers of official statistics and the users, aiming to guide the future 
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development of the statistical service and to help users to engage with it and make the 
maximum possible use of it. The review incorporated two pieces of research conducted 
by external contractors on the perceptions of opinion formers of official statistics and on 
public confidence in official statistics. 

The report also included some information about user engagement among National 
Statistical Institutes in other countries, and discussions with users and producers across 
the UK. The interim report reached a number of conclusions, for example that while 
much user engagement does take place, it is often limited to central government users. 
The improvements that are needed are varied in nature. They include better 
understanding of the use currently made of official statistics; better communication with a 
wider range of users; and better exploitation of the existing consultation structures and 
new and emerging technologies to ensure that user engagement is effective. The 
recommendations in the report addressed these conclusions.

8. Planned Monitoring Report on Environmental statistics
At present, the Authority has firm plans for only one further Monitoring Report, on 
environmental statistics. This Monitoring Report will concentrate on statistics about the 
physical environment, particularly climate change statistics. It will consider what statistics 
are currently available and what further statistics will be needed to meet future needs.

Two other Monitoring Reports had been previously planned.

9. The communication of measurements of inflation (and consumer prices)
This planned Monitoring Report was to consider the effectiveness of the ways in which 
measures of inflation are communicated to the general public. It was first announced in 
July 2008 but was deferred in successive years. The Board will revisit plans for this 
Monitoring Report in the light of the outcome of the current assessment of consumer 
price indices which started in April 2010.

10. Arrangements for longer term planning for statistics to meet society's needs
This planned Monitoring Report was to consider the shape of the UK’s future statistical 
requirements, to review current plans to address future requirements and to draw 
conclusions about the adequacy of those plans. Plans for this report were first 
announced in June 2008 and further details were announced in October 2008. The need 
for the report was superseded when the National Statistician launched a new system for 
statistical planning, in discussion with statistical Heads of Profession, to improve the 
planning mechanism and integrate regular 'horizon scans'.



SA(COS)(10)15 - The Evolution of Monitoring

Annex B Monitoring and Assessment Notes produced since April 2008

The Authority publishes Monitoring and Assessment Notes in response to concerns raised in 
relation to a particular series or statistical issue. In considering whether a Note should be 
published the Authority considers the significance and topicality of the issue, the link 
between the issue concerned and trust in the statistical service, and whether there are 
messages from the issue that could relate to other statistical producers or products. 

The Authority has published nine Monitoring and Assessment Notes on its website, five in 
2008-09 and four in 2009-10. Further notes are planned for the current year covering (a) 
emerging findings from the assessments published in the period January to June 2010, (b) 
the use made of official statistics (intended to help producers of official statistics to identify 
the types of use made, or potentially made, of their statistics), and (c) the availability of 
statistics about the housing market. Further information on each of the published Monitoring 
and Assessment Notes is summarised below.

1. Volatility of the Retail Sales Index (October 2008)
This note considered unexpectedly large estimates of month-on-month changes being 
reported by ONS for the volume of retail sales in Great Britain. It recommended that 
ONS improve the way in which these statistics are presented and that the release be 
accompanied by additional guidance for users. 

2. UK Consistency of Hospital Waiting Times (November 2008)
This note considered the comparability of hospital admission waiting times data 
produced by the relevant statistical offices in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. It identified good practice in improving the comparability of the data, which had 
previously been identified as a problem by a Statistics Commission report in 2004. 

3. Knife Crime Statistics – A Review Against the Code of Practice (January 2009)
This note looked at a Home Office Knife Crime Fact Sheet in relation to the Code. The 
findings were considered at a Hearing of the Public Administration Select Committee. 
Following that, the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Gus O’Donnell issued new guidance to the 
Civil Service regarding good practice in relation to official statistics and the role of 
government statisticians.

4. Presentation of Statistics in First Releases and Elsewhere (January 2009)
This note described the criteria to be used by the Monitoring and Assessment team in 
assessing the presentation of official statistics against principle 8 of the Code on 
frankness and accessibility.

5. ONS News Release on UK Born and non-UK Born Employment (March 2009)
This note reviewed an ONS release against the Code. It was produced following criticism 
of the decision to bring forward the release, given the level of public interest in the topic. 
The note supported the decision to bring forward the release but noted that the revised 
release date should have been pre-announced. It also identified ways in which the 
presentation of these statistics in the release could be improved. These issues were the 
subject of a Hearing of the Public Administration Select Committee. 

6. Gender Pay Gap (June 2009)
The Gender Pay Gap Note investigated why the ONS and the Government Equalities 
Office (GEO) used different headline figures to present the difference between men’s 
and women’s pay. Both estimates were based on the same source data, the ONS 
Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings. The Note also explored options for presenting the 
gender pay gap in an impartial and objective way. As a result of the Authority’s 
intervention, discussions between ONS and GEO have taken place, to discern the most 
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appropriate way to present figures on the gender pay gap. ONS has since published a 
position paper on how ONS statistical bulletins will present differences in men’s and 
women’s pay.

7. Discussion of Trends in Violent Crime (February 2010)
The Trends in Violent Crime Note was published as a response to concerns about the 
way in which comparisons were being made using police recorded crime data between 
the late 1990’s and 2008/09. The Authority regards comparison of this data as requiring 
appropriate qualification, because the data were affected by the introduction of the 
National Crime Recoding Standard in 2002/03 (which led to an increase in recorded 
crime for definitional reasons). 

8. Findings of the 2009 Assessment Programme (March 2010)
The Note on Findings of the 2009 Assessment Programme provided a summary of the 
main areas of good practice and areas for improvement which were identified during the 
27 assessments carried out during 2009. An early version of the Note was the basis for 
discussion between assessors and producers. The findings themselves have been 
described in the earlier section on Assessment. The Note was well-received by 
producers of official statistics, who regard it as both a helpful summary and an indication 
of the main areas requiring cross-cutting improvement.

9. Scotland's Major Population Surveys (March 2010)
The Note on Scotland’s Major Population Surveys summarised the main areas of good 
practice and areas for improvement which the Authority identified during the separate 
assessments of the four surveys (Household, Health, House Condition, and Crime and 
Justice). Highlighting these areas was intended to help other producers of official 
statistics. Areas of good practice included specific examples from the surveys, such as 
web pages with details of uses and user views, and innovative approaches to providing 
statistical data in formats which allow further analysis by users. The areas for 
improvement included pre-announcing the publication dates of statistical releases, and 
consistently reporting progress against Scottish Government targets.
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Annex C Long list of potential Monitoring Notes

Code interpretation, and good/best practice
1. Common themes arising from organisational Written Evidence for Assessment (WEfA)

To include a review of the documents that producers are sending us with their 
organisational WEfAs - user statements, confidentiality policies, revisions policies, 
compliance costs, statements of administrative sources - so we can say which are 
good and which can be improved. The outcome would be some guidance for producers 
on what to include in these documents, and material for the National Statistician to 
consider pursuing with statistical Heads of Profession (HoPs) generally.

2. Archiving and the preservation of statistical data
Archiving - what statistics should be archived where? (what are the relevant national 
archive(s) as required in legislation?) Whether archiving places enough confidentiality 
restrictions on future access, and how this relates to confidentiality requirements made 
of producers. One possible format would be to identify current relevant activities in this 
area including preservation of web-publications and associated background by relevant 
national libraries, and the work of the Data Archive. But - is this essentially a 
managerial task which might be more appropriately undertaken by the National 
Statistician's Office?

3. Statements of Administrative Sources (SoASs) 
The extent to which we think these comply with protocol 3 of the Code.  What are we 
looking for in SoASs?  Is there evidence of unrealised potential uses of administrative 
data?

4. Use of related sources to add value to the set of statistics being released
We have identified as good practice the Ministry of Justice’s explanation of similarities 
and differences between the differing sources of data on mortgage possessions and 
arrears. ONS analytical articles on retail sales also compare the official data with British 
Retail Consortium data. We could look for other examples, also of instances where 
other data sources might be included, but aren't, and offer advice.

5. Comprehensiveness
The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) only report on what comes within its remit 
under legislation so doesn't count air, sea or traffic accidents or deaths. We could look 
for other examples, and offer advice.

6. Accessibility/navigation/signposting
6.1 Who produces statistics on, for example, education, health and other topics. This would 

highlight the range of producers, and the difficulty this can cause for users and 
potential users.

6.2 Access to microdata for research purposes - we included a brief case study on this for 
the User Engagement report but we could look at it in more detail – all about adding 
value to statistics.

6.3 Accessibility to departments' statistical websites.

6.4 The characteristics of a 'good' National Statistics Institute website.

6.5 Implications of ensuring publications meet disability and accessibility codes. For 
example, the Ministry of Justice issue of being prevented from including tables of data 
in ‘Women in the Criminal Justice System’ as each number would have to be recorded 
in spoken version of publication.

6.6 Accessibility to (and quality of) consistent very detailed local data.
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7. Exceptions to the 24 hour maximum Pre-Release Access (PRA)
Why did the 'responsible' person decide that it was appropriate to grant (i) no PRA, or 
(ii) PRA for less than the (UK Order's) 24 hour maximum? This might help us develop 
guidelines for HoPs in making their judgements.

8. Potential uses of the statistics (Principle 8.1 of Code)
Why we think it is important for producers to be thinking about 'potential uses'. A 
Monitoring and Assessment Note would highlight any examples of producers having 
done so, and might include some examples of our own, to stimulate producers.

9. What do we mean by 'promoting comparability within the UK'?  
What assumptions can we legitimately make, in the absence of a stated user need, 
about the desirability of comparable UK statistics? What should be the Authority’s 
considerations in making judgements about four nation comparability, in assessments? 
See also the relevant paper [SA(COS)(10)17] on the agenda of this meeting.

10. Assessment summaries
10.1 Next Emerging Findings note – summarising reports 28 to 50, roughly those published 

between January and June 2010.

10.2 Transport statistics - there are five transport assessments due to begin in the next 
couple of months, covering all UK countries.  A Monitoring and Assessment Note would 
provide a useful overview from these assessments, focusing on issues such as: who 
produces the statistics, variation in practices (e.g. user engagement), examples of 
good practice, areas for improvement, comparability between the different countries' 
statistics, harmonisation initiatives, uses of the statistics.

10.3 Similarly, three Assessment reports on the statistics produced by the Information 
Services Division of NHS Scotland were published in April, and another is under 
preparation.

Specific measurement/statistical issues
11. The availability of statistics for Parliamentary Constituencies

Statistics for Parliamentary Constituencies are of considerable interest to MPs, and 
constituents and a wide range of social and political commentators. A Monitoring and 
Assessment Note would provide an opportunity to review what statistics are currently 
available and whether there are any significant gaps. It would also provide an 
opportunity to review how well these statistics are presented and how well they meet 
user needs. 

12. School level examination results
The assessments of school statistics in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
have shown that producers of these statistics tend not to publish datasets of 
school-level examination results. A draft Monitoring and Assessment Note was 
prepared in the context of producing the four Assessment reports, as a vehicle to 
review current practice, describe producer concerns and to set out the Authority’s 
position on what is required by the Code of Practice - this may merit publication later in 
the year, as an illustration of the wider principle of 'making statistics available in as 
much detail as is reliable and practicable'.

13. Numbers of children living in poverty
Different definitions exist for poverty and child poverty. A Monitoring and Assessment 
Note would provide an opportunity to describe what statistics exist on child poverty by 
different geographies and for the UK as a whole, and to make comparisons with 
corresponding statistics produced internationally.
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14. Issues around measuring numbers of home-schooled children across the UK
Practices for producing statistics on children educated at home differ across England, 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. A Monitoring and Assessment Note would 
provide an opportunity to review what statistics are available across the four 
administrations, the extent to which these are produced on a comparable basis and the 
extent to which current practices meet user needs. 

Quality issues
15. Declining household survey response rates - evidence, ameliorative action, 

implications for quality
Response rates for household surveys have been declining for over a decade. This 
impacts on accuracy since achieved sample sizes are reducing, but could also 
introduce bias (and different levels of bias) into statistics because the characteristics of 
achieved samples may change. A Monitoring and Assessment Note would explore 
some of the potential issues, including how statistics based on declining surveys 
should be produced and explained, and encourage appropriate research in order to 
understand the nature of the phenomenon and to develop solutions to the problem.

16. Communicating statistical quality to the non-expert
The Code requires quality measures to be published. Sampling errors are often 
calculated and presented alongside survey estimates. However in some cases, 
sampling errors are difficult to calculate; non-sampling errors likewise. Furthermore, 
detailed estimates of sampling errors may not be appropriate for every use of statistics. 
A Monitoring and Assessment Note would explore best practice in presenting statistical 
quality clearly and simply, enabling users to use the statistics appropriately. It would 
also explore options for presenting quality measures in the absence of accurate 
quantification of those errors.

17. Statistical implications of the target culture
Many statistics relate to the measurement of progress against a government target. 
With that comes the risk of gaming, where behaviours are perversely changed to try to 
ensure that the target is met, potentially at the expense of behaviours that might be of 
wider good for the economy, society etc. Similarly, data are more likely to be 
mis-reported because those responsible could be incentivised to submit incorrect data 
in order to achieve favourable statistics and outcomes.

18. "No revisions" doesn't mean "accurate"
Revisions analyses are often published as a measure of statistical quality. However 
they only tell a partial story - that of the relative accuracy of initial estimates compared 
with later ones, rather than of absolute accuracy. Statistics subject to small revisions 
may still be imprecise or biased because for example the target population may not be 
covered appropriately. Low revisions, such as for estimates of the output measure of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), could inadvertently ascribe too high a level of 
accuracy to series of unknown quality, and may be unhelpful to users.

19. The influence of European and other international statistical requirements on the work 
of the UK statistical system.
The EU makes a range of demands on statistical producers in member states. Some of 
these demands would (or should) be met by producers for the state's own 
requirements. However, some would not. A Monitoring and Assessment Note would 
explore the extent to which European and other international demands pull scarce 
resources away from meeting national needs, and what may be done within the UK 
statistical system as a whole to address this, for example, by taking a stronger lead in 
setting international requirements.




