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1. Introduction

Statistics Netherlands is a renowned statistical institute that has provided official statistics for more than 100 years. Developments, both inside and outside the organisation, have forced Statistics Netherlands to redesign its production processes aiming mainly to become more efficient, reduce the response burden and improve the quality of its output. 
The Modernisation programme of Statistics Netherlands aims at restructuring the statistical process and the ICT programme. At the start of the programme, the architecture for the statistics production process was established. This architecture structures processes according to their interrelationships and creates a stable foundation for adjustments to the existing situation
. The Modernisation programme is based on the use of generic process services like Data collection and a Data service centre, to be used by all processes. The actual processing of the raw data into statistical information is to be carried out using tools from the standard toolbox, for example SPSS, Blaise, Rule burst and Clementine.
This paper focuses on the use of administrative sources. Statistics Netherlands has been using administrative data for a long time now; it was doing so even before the start of the digital era. For example, the tax authorities sent millions of tax statements to Statistics Netherlands, which processed them to compile the income statistics. Today almost all administrations and registers in the Netherlands have been digitalised, and processing data for statistical purposes has become easier and cheaper. Or so it seems. This paper describes how Statistics Netherlands uses administrative data and addresses the lessons learned and the way ahead.
1.1 Contents

This paper focuses on the following elements:

The characteristics of official statistics in the Netherlands.

The driving forces behind change: what external factors led to the modernisation programme of Statistics Netherlands?

The focus then turns to the use of administrative data. First, an elaboration of the preconditions for efficient use of administrative data. In this context attention is paid to implementing the measures needed to use administrative data in the statistical production processes of Statistics Netherlands. 
Two examples will be given of how administrative data are used at Statistics Netherlands.

The process of changing from traditional statistical production to integrating administrative data is not always a simple one, to put it mildly. Therefore some of the lessons learned during the process are presented.

Finally, some of the ideas about the way ahead are laid out.

1.2 Characteristics of Dutch official statistics

Let us start with a picture of the organisation of official statistics in the Netherlands. A main characteristic of Dutch official statistics is the high degree of centralisation. Statistics Netherlands (founded in 1899) produces 95 percent of official statistics in the Netherlands. The Dutch Central Bank is the other main producer of official statistics. This situation is quite different from that in other countries, where there are several producers like ministries and regional agencies. Statistics Netherlands and the Central Bank collaborate closely, even exchanging microdata. 

Statistics Netherlands has no regional offices, but the bureau does have two locations: half of the staff work in The Hague (until recently Voorburg) and half in Heerlen. 

The institutional framework can be characterised as very strong: professional independence is guaranteed by law. And equally important: the bureau is highly respected by the government and by the public administration. There are no breaches of the institutional independence of Statistics Netherlands, and the reputation of official statistics in the Netherlands is very good. The public trust in the output of Statistics Netherlands is very high.

Traditionally, Statistics Netherlands has been well-known for its commitment to statistical integration. Starting with Jan Tinbergen in the 1950s, the development of National Accounts was one of the strong features in this respect. Later Statistics Netherlands invested in the Social Accounting Matrix, Labour Accounts and Environmental Accounts. 

1.3 Driving forces for change

The reasons for changing the statistical production and increasing the use of administrative data are based on a number of external factors. The most important ones are listed here.

Firstly, Statistics Netherlands faces ongoing budget cuts. Traditionally each new government in the Netherlands starts by reducing the public sector budget. In the period 1999-2008, the budget cuts for our bureau total 30 percent, and in the years to 2013 the workforce will have to be reduced by several hundred. Obviously, this has had a serious impact on our staff numbers has been a strong impulse for greater efficiency.

On the other hand, Statistics Netherlands faces ever growing needs from users for new statistical information. In the light of the budget cuts, in 2004 Statistics Netherlands and the Central Commission for Statistics (the supervisory and controlling body of Statistics Netherlands) decided to renew the programme drastically. They decided to abolish some 15 percent of the statistical work programme to create room for new projects, like population ageing, globalisation and labour market dynamics.

Users also want faster and more flexible outputs. This can only be achieved by making it possible to link different datasets.

In the European Union, a substantial part of the work programme is laid down in European regulations. These regulations are binding for the European statistical offices and are growing in number every year. 

There is obviously also a need for quality improvement. For instance there are problems with the compilation of the GDP flash estimate and its consistency with basic statistics. Statistics Netherlands is working on improving the total production chain of economic statistics.

Another important external factor is the absolute need to reduce the administrative burden. In the Netherlands, as in other countries, this is a political objective. The overall aim is to reduce the administrative burden caused by statistics by a further 25 percent. Even though statistical surveys account for very little of the overall administrative burden, only 0.2 percent, businesses perceive this as very high.

The increased availability of external administrations and registers is another impulse for our aim to use administrative data as much as possible. 

Lastly, Statistics Netherlands faces increasing competition from third parties. With the aid of modern information technology, the register holders themselves are able to compile statistics based on the administrations, and to disseminate them. In the Netherlands, the register holders for unemployment benefits did this for unemployment statistics. Statistics Netherlands has to show its added in terms of quality and comparability to face these challenges. 

1.4 The use of administrative data 

A statistical office that might wish to use administrative data should have the legal means to do so. In the Netherlands, the revised law of 2004
 covering Statistics Netherlands clearly requires the bureau to use first data which can be derived from administrative sources. Only if administrative sources are insufficient, may the bureau conduct statistical surveys. Thus surveys come in second place. 
The act also prescribes that Statistics Netherlands may access the data sources free of charge, so without any financial compensation to the administration holders.

Statistics Netherlands is also authorised to use personal and business identification numbers and codes for matching purposes (to match files from different sources and databases). This is a very powerful means for compiling statistics based on different sources.

In the Netherlands both businesses and persons have unique identification numbers. For example, the personal identification number (now called the ‘public service number’) is used for all public and semi-public services. Each business has also a unique identifier to be used for public and semi-public services and tax-related matters. 

The use of administrative data has become possible because of external political support. In the Netherlands there is now general agreement that Statistics Netherlands should have access to the administrative sources, and that it is to the advantage of businesses that they have to provide their basic data only once to government administrations.

The political pressure to reduce the response burden for the business sector is very high. The issue is raised in parliament almost every month. Parliament even proposed that Statistics Netherlands should be prohibited from conducting surveys among small and medium-sized enterprises. Fortunately this proposal was rejected, but it is an example of the political climate. At the European level, too, the reduction of administrative burden in the field of statistics is recognised in a formal Communication of the European Commission, and must be put into effect. 

The use of administrative data is of course facilitated by the fact that the Netherlands has a great many administrations and registrations. In a small country with a large population, regulations, and thus administrations, are essential. If you want to cut down a tree in your own back garden, you need a permit. And the system of granting this permit results in an administration, admittedly one we don’t yet use!
The nationwide population register is an indispensable source for the Statistics Netherlands Social Statistics Database. Without this administrative infrastructure it would be far more difficult for Statistics Netherlands to achieve its objectives.

1.5 Examples of administrative data sources

The following list of administrative data sources used by Statistics Netherlands contains some main examples, but is certainly not exhaustive. A total of around 75 administrative sources are used to compile statistics.

· The Dutch population register is the backbone for the social statistics.

Every person in the Netherlands must be registered in the municipality where they live. Information on births, deaths, addresses, sex, marriage, divorce, etc. is kept in the municipal registration and Statistics Netherlands receives an update of all alterations on a permanent basis.

· The social security administration contains the records for every person employed in the Netherlands, their employment status and any related financial compensations.

· Statistics Netherlands uses data from tax administrations, e.g. data on VAT, corporate tax, and wages and income tax, and data from the customs authorities. 

· The land ownership registry is an important source for Statistics Netherlands to compile the data for the virtual population and housing census, and regional statistics. 
· The new comprehensive business register with unique identification numbers is the backbone for the business statistics. This is a nationwide register for businesses. Statistics Netherlands contributed to the design and implementation of this register from the start. Here Statistics Netherlands definitely played its role as ‘Bureau of Standards’. 

1.6 Two cases

Two cases of the use of administrative sources in the Netherlands are presented below. One successful case, and one case with room for improvement. The first case is the Social Statistics Database of Statistics Netherlands.

The second is the Dutch Taxonomy Project (XBRL), which is a national project.

1.7 Case I: The Social Statistics Database
The Social Statistics Database (SSD) is an example of the use of the potential of administrative sources. The wider availability of administrative data and the option for Statistics Netherlands of using these data were the starting point of the SSD.

The aim of the SSD is to contain all relevant information on persons, families, households, jobs, benefits and housing. 
The output of the SSD can be produced with more regional detail and more information on smaller groups in society. It also allows for more tailor-made ‘on demand’ products.

The SSD is primarily based on register information and the backbone is the Dutch municipal population register. These register data are linked with data from other registers and from surveys: demographic data, income tax, labour market participation, social security benefits, educational attainment and housing data.

The linking pins are in the first place the personal identification numbers; this has proven successful in linking 97 percent of the records.

If a personal identification number is missing we use postal codes, or data of birth and sex. This brings the overall result to almost 100. 

To reveal some of the methodology used to compile the SSD, in the first place micro-integration could be mentioned. This method allows linking records from different sources, and provides a check on the completeness of the registers and occurrence of double records. 

If different sources contain information on the same variables, they can be checked on consistency and corrected if necessary.

After collecting, linking and editing the data, the frequencies and cross-tabulations to be published can be estimated. In the end the results must be consistent. For this purpose the method of consistent and repeated weighting was developed. 

The development of the SSD started in 1997. The SSD is now also used a sampling frame for special social surveys. It is a basis for longitudinal studies and special studies of special groups.

A particular success of the SSD project is the fact that the Netherlands could produce the census tables by means of a ‘virtual census’ in 2001, which will be repeated in future. The last traditional census was carried out in 1971. As a result of opposition from the Dutch population, the 1981census was not carried out. The virtual census is a cheap alternative. It costs only 3 million euro, the same amount as the Finnish census, which is also completely based on administrative sources. 

1.8 Case II: The Dutch Taxonomy project
The main goal of the Dutch Taxonomy Project
 is to achieve a large reduction in the administrative burden on companies caused by national government. 

This could be achieved by combining the reporting obligations of businesses to the tax authorities, Statistics Netherlands and the Chambers of Commerce. 
The reports were to be organised through a single taxonomy, using one technical standard that could be built in where necessary by software providers. The technical standard for declarations of business information is XBRL, and a common vocabulary was developed for that purpose. 

The Dutch Taxonomy Project does not consist of one single report by businesses to all these administrations, but is a modular and more tailor-made declaration. 

For Statistics Netherlands this meant that 189 reports could be reduced to just 6. An enterprise selects the report set for a specific declaration, for instance Structural Business Statistics, in the Dutch Taxonomy and creates an XBRL instance to transmit the required data.

However, looking at the results until now, its success is limited. Only a limited number of enterprises used the XBRL facilities in 2007. This is in stark contrast with the situation in Portugal, where a similar project was launched; there the success rate is almost 100 percent.
There are several reasons for the moderate success so far in the Netherlands. First the XBRL facility has not yet been built in business software by software providers. Secondly, the project is voluntary, whereas in Portugal it is mandatory. Also, political support for the project could be much stronger in the Netherlands. And lastly, Statistics Netherlands was not involved in the design and development of the project from the start, which was the case in Portugal.

Nevertheless, the Dutch Taxonomy Project and XBRL are a way forward to reduce the administrative burden, and there are signs that substantially more businesses will use it this year. Recently some accountants have announced the introduction of XBRL and DTP in the near future, and a similar project involving the Dutch Water boards was more successful. The Dutch government is convinced that this way of data gathering promises great advantages for the future. 
1.9 Lessons learned

Now it is time to share some of the lessons learned during the process of shifting towards the use of administrative data. 

· First a legal basis for being permitted to use public and semi-public government administrations is a precondition. Without a legal basis, the position of the statistical bureau in this respect is rather weak. But this is not enough. You cannot just walk in waving a legal act. Making it work requires a lot of effort - on both sides. 

· The political climate is also important. Broad consensus is required, at least in a country like the Netherlands, where everything is decided through mutual agreement. Not all administrations are convinced of the need of providing access to Statistics Netherlands , and political backing is certainly necessary.
· The recipe for successful cooperation is to maintain contact between the statistical institute and registration holders at all levels.  This means contact between experts at working level, management level and the highest CEO level. Continual dialogue is absolutely necessary. 

· Each administration is designed for its own specific purpose, and to meet its own specific demands. If statistical offices use the data, they have a clear interest in being involved in decisions about changes in concepts and standards in the administration. This is not that easy to achieve in the Netherlands. 

· The quality of the administrative data varies a lot. The population in the administration might be not up to date, or the data may not valid. This requires additional quality checks and editing for statistical offices, and also an increase in workload. 

· Lastly, there is a risk that an administrative source ceases to exist. The political pressure to reduce the administrative burden is being felt across public administrations. As a result administrations might be discontinued, simplified, or no longer complete. As recently as in 2007, Statistics Netherlands was confronted with the unavailability of data from the social security administration for six months. This resulted in serious problems for the employment statistics.  Given the risks with the availability of the source data for statistical production, an alternative scenario is necessary to safeguard the statistical output.

1.10 The future environment of Statistics Netherlands

What will Statistics Netherlands be facing in the next few years and what are its objectives?

First the recently designed Integrated Architecture Framework must be implemented by 2011. By that time the statistical production process will have been redesigned using standardised tools and generic services.

Always an uncertain factor: possible future budget reductions. New governments might mean new reductions. The question is whether Statistics Netherlands will be able to keep contending with these using technological solutions, or whether the work programme will be affected.

The call from politicians to reduce the administrative burden further has not yet come to an end. However, Statistics Netherlands itself will have to work on an effective communication strategy about the benefits of statistical information as well. It must to try to turn around the negative perception of statistical surveys, especially for businesses.

But above all Statistics Netherlands will have to prove its added value by providing output that is relevant, timely and of undisputed quality. The capacity to combine data from different sources results in added value. This is certainly a competitive advantage for official statistics. 

1.11 The way ahead

What lies ahead of Statistics Netherlands on this road?
There will be more initiatives for joint operations by administrations and statistics. The business community may demand just one single point of contact to which they have to supply their data, and may no longer accept a situation where they have to provide the same information time and again.

Joint research studies and products with administration holders might be another prospect, although it will be of utmost importance to keep in mind the independent status of the statistical office and to safeguard statistical confidentiality. 

A stronger profile for the NSI as a bureau of standards will definitely help to achieve a stronger position in advising administrations about concepts and methodologies. This requires a positive and active attitude.

Equally important is the creation of added for statistics. The ability of statisticians to produce coherent output based on multiple sources provides an added value for the products of Statistics Netherlands, one that cannot be realised by other data suppliers. However, this will require a service-oriented attitude of NSIs, in which they are more open to the requirements of users than they usually are. 

At the same time NSIs have to adhere definitely to their values and principles. The principles of official statistics, and especially the professional independence of NSIs, are the cornerstone for their continuing existence.

And in the end: political support remains necessary for NSIs to achieve their objectives. 

Appendix A
1.12 Schematic diagram showing process chain  

The process chain for the statistical process consists of two elements: business activities and information products. Information products form the input and output of the business activities. At a high level of abstraction, the information products represent the objects and the business activities the processes that can be distinguished within the statistical process. If the processes are ordered in a logical manner, it is possible to represent the process chain in the form of the following diagram. 
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The chain begins with the client and finishes with the consumer. The strategic relationships form the policy frameworks and largely determine the need for statistical information. In the design process the necessary data sources and required end-products are defined and specified and the production model of the activities to be carried out and the rules governing the production method are laid down. The implementation process involves working through a chain of activities in a logical sequence from data collection right through to publication. The process is carried out under the direction of the entire chain, in which the cycle plan, monitor and adjust/adapt are included. The diamond shapes represent the business activities (processes), while the rectangular shapes and file icons represent the information products (objects).          

The schematic diagram of the process is static and does not do justice to the dynamic nature of the statistical process. This dynamism consists of repeatedly going through parts of the chain, depending upon the possibility of reusing processes and information products. Changes at the front end of the chain may have an effect on the subsequent logical stages in the chain, but will not have a (direct) effect on the things that preceded them in the chain. The onward dependency on the chain is strongly determined by the extent to which reuse takes place at the start of the chain.  
Source: R. Huigen, Business and information model, 03-04-2006     
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� For a description of the business and information model see: Huigen, R., 2006, Business and information model. In appendix A to this paper a schematic diagram showing the process chain of the statistics production process is presented.


� The legal basis for Statistics Netherlands and its work is the Statistics Netherlands Act of November 2003, amended by the Act of 15 December 2004.


� For a description of the SSD see: Al, P. & B.F.M. Bakker, 2000, Re-engineering Social Statistics by micro-integration of different sources: An introduction. And Bakker, B.F.M. 2002. Statistics Netherlands’Approach to Social Statistics: The Social Statistics Dataset.


� For more information on the Dutch Taxonomy project see the fact sheet in Appendix B to this paper.
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