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1. The SDDS was established by the International Mnetary Fund
(I'MF) in 1996 and, to date, 47 countries have subscribed. The
period of transition ended in Decenber 1998 and subscribers are
now required to be in conpliance with the Standard. A broad
description of the statistical conponent of the SDDS is provided
in the Attachment. An inportant aspect is the recording of

nmet adat a about countries' conpliance with the Standards on the

D ssem nation Standards Bul |l etin Board (DSBB)

2. The Standard was introduced as one of the responses of the
international financial community to financial crises, and it has
received particular attention as a result of the recent crises in
Asia and el sewhere. The stated objectives of the SDDS are to
contribute to the pursuit of sound nacroeconomc policies and to
the inproved functioning of financial markets through enhanci ng
the availability to the public of conprehensive, tinely,
accessible and reliable economc and financial statistics. A
review of the Standard has recently been conducted by | M staff
and considered by the | MV s Executive Board in Decenber 1998.

The review i ncluded proposals for extension of the Standard in
the areas of international investnent position, foreign debt and
reserve assets.

3. The UNSC is the peak international forumfor consideration
of global statistical matters. At its 1997 neeting, the UNSC

di scussed the SDDS in the context of the itemon critica

probl ens in economc statistics, however there has not been
substantive debate within UNSC on the formul ation of the SDDS and
on the way countries are responding to it. Indeed, even nore
inmportantly and di sappointingly, there appears to have been
little consultation direct by the M with nany nationa
statistical agencies. There is no doubt that a substanti al

vol une of work has al ready been undertaken by countries to change
their statistical prograns to align with SDDS requirenents. Wth



further work needed in comng nonths and years, by subscri bi ng
countries, to neet the latest extension to the SDDS, the

al |l ocation of scarce resources to targeted SDDS neasures wil |
curtail the capacity of national statisticians. For these
reasons, it is appropriate for the UNSC to consider the wi der

i npact of the SDDS on national and international statistical
progr ans.

Pur poses of the SDDS

4. An original aimof the SDDS was to increase the
effectiveness of | M surveillance, and so either help prevent
financial crises or inprove their handling if they should occur.
There now appears to be acceptance that it will not nmeet that
aim

5. The SDDS now appears to be targeted at the prai seworthy

pur pose of encouragi ng i nprovenents in statistical systens

t hrough provi di ng gui dance on user needs for conprehensive,
tinmely and accessi ble economc and financial statistics. To
quote fromthe review, "the SDDS is serving the intended purpose
of encouraging inprovenents in statistical systens". However

this is in the context of threats of I M- and financial narket
sanctions if the SDDSis not net.

| npact on national statistical priorities

6. The SDDS has energed as a highly prescriptive docunent that
ranges across the stated requirenents of diverse financial market
participants. However, those requirenents may not be presented in
a bal anced way. No attenpt is nade to reflect the nateriality
that users would normally bring to bear in their anal yses of
econom c and soci al data, depending on the country in question.
Instead, a sinplistic "one size fits all" approach has been

adopt ed, specifying the range, frequency and tineliness detai
that should apply to each data set. Wthout qualitative

j udgenent s about the nature of non-observance, vastly different

i nplications of non-observance are reduced to a nunerica
excepti on count.

7. An attenpt to address this is through two "flexibility
options" for tineliness and/or periodicity. However these nay or
may not be suitable or relevant for a country, depending on the
nature of the econony. Wth failure to nmeet the SDDS (for
reasons which nay be quite trivial in terns of economc and
financial rel evance) cones the threat that the country's netadata
will be removed fromthe SDDS, with the direct inplication that
such failure in future mght be viewed by the market place as
reason enough not to provide access to capital or to increase the
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risk premum National statistical authorities in sone countries
may well find thensel ves diverting resources away from i nportant,
rel evant statistical work prograns for their countries so that
the requisite nunber of ticks can be obtained on the | M s SDDS
score card. The inplenentation of the SDDS, in devel oping
countries at |east, has meant changes to national statistical
priorities.

Foreign Debt Statistics

8. Anot her el enment of the | atest proposals for SDDS expansi on
warrants debate. The recent review of the SDDS proposes a
separate data category for external debt in the SDDS. Wthin
this category, the prescribed frequency for di ssem nation of
external debt data would be quarterly, disaggregated by debt of
t he general governnent, the nonetary authorities and banks, and
other. Prospective debt service obligations by quarter for the
first year ahead and annually for the second year ahead woul d

al so be prescri bed.

9. Forei gn debt statistics are extrenely difficult to conpile,
especially the case for tradeabl e debt, even for statistically
advanced countri es.

The concepts are conpl ex and busi nesses frequently do not hold
their records in the required form or may regard the information
as commercially sensitive and be reluctant to provide it.
Non-response rates are higher than in nost other business
collections. (It may be of interest that the Australian Bureau
of Statistics, Singapore Departnment of Statistics and the IM are
pl anni ng a wor kshop on surveys of foreign debt statistics |ater
this year.)

10. The reviewidentifies inportant international work on
devel opi ng conprehensi ve creditor databases on debt statistics,
and notes that they will take considerable tinme to be
sufficiently conprehensive and will always be less tinely than
direct data froma country. To overcone the delays, it is
proposed to extend the SDDS to require conprehensive quarterly
external debt statistics (ie, fromthe debtor side).

11. Wile data fromthe debtor side and fromthe creditor side
have aspects that are conpl enentary, they do have significant
overlap. The UNSC nay well have a view, given the existence of a
nunber of creditor data bases and the smaller nunber of
significant creditor nations, that the focus should be reversed
and greater attention paid to the creditor databases. Not only
may it be cheaper, but this approach is likely to produce higher
quality statistics given the difficulties of collecting data from
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the debtor side. The group of significant creditor nations is
not only snaller but conposed of those countries nost able to
support the increased resources required to neet the devel opi ng
international needs. And it is predomnantly these creditor
countries that are asking for the informati on, and which wll be
the principal users and beneficiaries of the increased
statistical effort inthis area in the short to nediumterm The
creditor-side statistics could also be used to help conpile
substantial parts of the international investnent position
statistics for individual countries.

Attention to Quality

12. (One of the dinensions of the SDDS is quality. The Standard
comrents that "although quality is difficult to judge,
noni t or abl e proxi es, designed to focus on information the user
needs to judge quality, can be useful." The proxies |isted

i ncl ude docunentati on on met hodol ogy, including statenents on
maj or differences frominternational guidelines, the

di ssem nati on of conponent detail, reconciliation with rel ated
data and ot her cross-checks that provide assurances of

r easonabl eness.

13. Proformas for recording the information on the DSBB are
currently being devel oped. The approach taken is that a country
nmeets the Standard with regard to quality if statenents of

met hodol ogy and relatability etc of the data are provided on the
DSBB. This has the peculiar consequence that a country can neet
the Standard even though it may not conpile statistics according
to SNA93, BPMs, ILO I abour definitions etc (though they are
encouraged in the SDDS), provided the nethodol ogy i s docunent ed
on the DSBB

14. However, it is axiomatic that the quality of the statistics
is crucial if the Standard is to have validity but this aspect
has been largely avoided in the SDDS. This nay be because it is
i npossi ble to be prescriptive about a particular level of quality
because the quality standard required depends on the uses to be
made of the data and the degree of understanding the users have
of the data. Therefore it is not an itemwhich can be ticked off
or not, as the case may be. Accordingly, we consider that the
SDDS approach, which is only able to set a standard for frequency
and tineliness, has limted utility.

Pol i ci ng observance of the SDDS

15. The IMF will nonitor observance of the Standard. They
propose to do this by:



. requiring subscribing countries to establish summary data
pages on their web sites to which the DSBB woul d be
hyper | i nked,;

. | M= staff nonitoring observance of countries' output
activities, essentially through the summary pages;

. subscri bers certifying the accuracy of the netadata on a
quarterly basis; and

. an | M- Executive Board determ nati on being posted on the
DSBB if a country was deened to be not neeting the SDDS.

If there was persistent failure to nmeet the Standard, the I M-
Executive Board nay decide to del ete the netadata.

16. In our view, while the IM- staff can certainly nonitor the
cal endar aspects of the SDDS, and seek to tick off the standard
list of outputs fromthe SDDS checklist, we are doubtful about
the |IM's capacity to effectively nonitor all aspects of the
SDDS, including ascertaini ng whet her those outputs neet all the
expectations of the Standard in a diverse range of subject fields
whi ch may go beyond the formal capability of the | M~ eg. prices,
| abour narket, popul ation statistics.

17. The ultimate sanction - the renoval of a country's entire
nmet adata for continued breach of the Standard - seens to
reinforce the worst aspects of the Standard. A country's
inability, or future unpreparedness, to neet a particul ar el enent
of the Standard shoul d be an open issue for reflection and

eval uation by users of the netadata systemto determ ne whet her
t he non-observance is material. Renoving the netadata for one
country due to an inconplete output mx of neverthel ess high
quality statistics that are relevant to the country concerned
whi | e mai ntai ni ng SDDS subscriber status for a nore extensive
output mx of dubious quality or rel evance, deni es transparency
and nay well mslead the marketpl ace about the situation.
Renovi ng access to all netadata for that country al so
significantly changes the basis on which that country's
statistical netadata are accessed. An unarguable nerit of the
SDDS - a central repository for a very w de range of country
nmetadata - is conprom sed by this approach

18. It follows that, if a country remains on the database, there
is adirect inplication that the | MF endorses this country's
statistics for use by the narket place.

19. An alternative would be to follow the newy agreed
procedures for non-conpliance except for the last step of
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renoving a country's nmetadata fromthe database. At that fina
stage, so that users of the database coul d have conpl ete
information and so that the problens are transparent, it is
suggested that the netadata be retained on the DSBB with an
explanation fromthe | M- on the area(s) of non-conpliance and
with the country able to nmake its own representation to the
mar ket on the DSBB

Alternative Proposa

20. UNSC shoul d support the purpose of the SDDS to encourage

i nprovenents in statistical systens, noting the inplications this
has for the priorities of national statistical offices. W think
this could be better achieved if:

(a) the flexibility in the SDDS is increased by all ow ng
additional flexibility options if, for exanple the SDDS
specification was not highly relevant to the country concerned
and did not warrant the resource effort involved in producing the
statistics. It could also be used in transition arrangenents
where it mght take sone years to undertake the devel opnent work
necessary to neet the SDDS specification;

(b) it is used as a framework for training and technica
assi stance prograrns;

(c) the DSBB is retained, but with greater enphasis on the
quality of the underlying data sets;

(d) the IMF could note and nake comments on non-conpliance with
el enents of the SDDS, but subscribing countries be able to
respond with expl anations for non-conpliance. Country mnetadata
shoul d not be renoved fromthe DSBB; and

(e) innoting the inpact of the SDDS on statistical priorities,
greater enphasis be put on the role of creditor databases.

If structured in this way the SDDS woul d "encourage" subscri bi ng
countries to inprove their statistical systens. The DSBB woul d
provi de a valuabl e service to users of these statistics.



For di scussi on

21. W woul d wel cone hearing the views of other countries; |M
del egates nmay well also be interested in the views of national
statisticians.

Australian Bureau of Statistics

February 1998



ATTACHVENT

SPECI AL DATA DI SSEM NATI ON STANDARD

REAL SECTCR

Quarterly National Accounts: nomnal, real and associ ated prices
(quarterly)

Mont hly Producti on | ndexes

Quarterly enpl oynent; unenpl oynent and wages/earni ngs Mont hly
consuner and producer price indexes

FI SCAL SECTCR

Annual general governnment operations (revenue, expenditure and
fi nanci ng)

Monthly central government operations (budgetary accounts

i ncl udi ng financi ng)

Quarterly central governnent debt

FI NANCI AL SECTCR

Mont hly anal yti cal accounts of the banking sector Monthly
anal ytical accounts of the central bank Daily interest rates
Dai ly stock market indexes

EXTERNAL SECTCR

Quarterly bal ance of paynents

Mont hly international reserves

Mont hly exports and inports

Annual international investnment position Daily exchange rates
Annual denographic statistics



