
   

Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities 
Second session 
Geneva, 8-10 September 2003 
Item 5 of the provisional agenda 

 SA/2003/10 
8 August 2003 

 
HARMONIZATION OF BASE YEARS FOR INDEX NUMBERS 

 
Note by UNCTAD 

 
The contribution is based on the replies to a questionnaire sent by UNCTAD to international 
organizations in order to establish an overview of the base years that they currently use for the 
calculation of index numbers and to know the rebasements that they have planned or envisaged. 
 
It must be noted that the review is limited “only” to: 

- Index numbers that the international organizations calculate and publish, which means 
that the index numbers from national sources that they re-disseminated as such are 
excluded; 

- Composite index numbers as defined in the OECD glossary of statistical terms: “An 
index number is a quantity which shows by its variations the changes over time - or 
space - of a magnitude which is not susceptible of direct measurement in itself or of 
direct observation in practice. In full generality, however, the term can also be applied to 
a series of values which are standardised by being referred to a basic period or area, e.g. 
if the price of a fixed commodity in a basic year is 40 units and those in succeeding years 
are 60 and 68 units, the index number of those years would be, on the basis of 100 for 
the first year, 150 and 170. Such simple cases are, however, usually referred to as 
“relatives” and the index number is constructed as an average of a number of relatives.” 

 
The review shows that for most of the subjects, a delay of 3 to 5 years is usually needed by 
international organizations to release their rebased index numbers. The reason is the availability 
of the data on which are based index numbers, either the series of values themselves, or the data 
used as weights in the calculation of indices. In some exceptional cases, the delay can be even 
greater, especially if the duration of the preparation of a publication must be added. 
 
The current base years are 1990 and 1995 and more rarely, 1980 and 2000. In some cases, the 
weights used for the base year are the average of three years: for example, developing countries' 
commodity exports of the years prior and subsequent the base year are used by UNCTAD in the 
calculation of its commodity price indices. 
 
Most of the international organizations have planned or at least envisaged to rebase their index 
numbers using 2000 as the base year and the implementation will take place either this year or in 
2004; in 2005, in rare cases. 
 
CCSA therefore strongly recommends international organizations to start the rebasement of their 
index numbers, using 2000 as base year and to implement it by the end of 2005, subject to the 
availability of data. 
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