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ORGANISATION AND MANAGEMENT OF

INDIAN STATISTICAL SYSTEM: AN OVERVIEW


A strong database enumerating the levels and trends of a nation’s material and social resources has always been a requisite for the formulation of government policies.  India has a long tradition of both data collection and dissemination, made even more extensive by the requirements of planned economic development.  Sound statistics lead to informed decision-making and effective formulation and monitoring of public policies. 

I. Institutional framework

The Indian Statistical System functions within the federal structure of the Government of India.  Responsibility for administration is divided between the central government and the provincial or state governments.  Under the Indian Constitution, duties are divided according to a three-fold classification of all subjects to the Union List, the State List or the Concurrent List. The last category, under which statistics is found, represents the areas where both the Union and State Governments can operate.  A further division of responsibility at the central and state levels, by subjects or groups of subjects is among the different central ministries and among the state government departments respectively.  The authority and responsibility for collection of statistics relating to a particular subject field is determined by the overall responsibility for the subject under the Constitution.  A process of aggregation of state-level data obtains the national-level data for sectors that are state subjects.  However, the central government acts as the coordinating agency for presentation of statistics on an all-India basis even in fields where the states have the primary authority and responsibility for collection of statistics.

A. Statistical System at the Centre


The collection of statistics for different subject-specific areas, like agriculture, labour, commerce, industry, etc. vests with the corresponding administrative ministries.  More often than not, the statistical information is collected as a by-product of administration or for monitoring the progress of specific programmes.  Some ministries, including Agriculture, Water Resources and Health, have full-fledged statistical divisions, while most others have only a minimal structure.  Large-scale statistical operations like the Population Census, Annual Survey of Industries and Economic Census are centralized, and these cater to the needs of other ministries and departments as well as State Governments.  In important ministries, officers of the Indian Statistical Service (ISS) and subordinate statistical staff perform the statistical functions.  The Central Statistical Organisation (CSO) in the Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation (MoS&PI) is the nodal agency for a planned development of the statistical system in the country and for bringing about coordination in statistical activities among statistical agencies in the Government of India and State Directorates of Economics and Statistics. 

B. Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation
At the centre, a full-fledged Department of Statistics was created in 1961.  The important organs of the Department are: Central Statistical Organisation, National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO), Computer Centre and Indian Statistical Institute (ISI).  After amending allocation of Business Rules 1965, in January 1997, the Department of Statistics (DoS) was made a nodal agency for planning integrated development of the statistical system in the country to achieve the various statistical objectives.  On 4 September 1999, both the Department of Statistics and the Department of Programme Implementation were merged together and the new Department was renamed Department of Statistics and Programme Implementation in the Ministry of Planning and Programme Implementation.  On 15 October 1999, this Ministry was renamed the Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation (MoS&PI).  The Ministry is headed by a Secretary appointed by the government and is the administrative in charge of the Ministry. The Secretary is assisted by two Director Generals, i.e., Director General, CSO and Director General and Chief Executive Officer (DG&CEO), NSSO who are in charge of technical matters. Financing of the Ministry is through annual budgets and does take into account the change in demand. 

C. Central Statistical Organisation
The Central Statistical Organisation, set up in May 1951, is responsible for coordination of statistical activities in the country as well as for verifying and maintaining statistical standards and liasing with international statistical agencies.  Its activities include compilation and release of national accounts statistics, social statistics, environment statistics, conduct and presentation of statistics on Annual Survey of Industries (ASI), Economic Censuses and their follow-up surveys, compilation of Index of Industrial Production as well as consumer price indices for Urban Non-Manual Employees and imparting training in Official Statistics.  The Director General heads the CSO and is assisted by three Additional Director Generals and four Deputy Director Generals.  On the recommendations of the review committee, the Government of India set up an Apex Body, the National Advisory Board on Statistics (NABS), in 1982 under the chairmanship of Member, Planning Commission in charge of Statistics with the representatives of the central ministries, state governments, research institutions and user organisations as members.  Now the Minister-in-Charge of Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation is the Chairman of the National Advisory Board on Statistics.  The main functions of the NABS are to provide technical guidelines for policy issues involved in the development of statistics and for ensuring effective coordination of statistical activities, particularly in the fields of data collection, identification of gaps, improvement in quality and timeliness of statistics, avoidance of duplication in collection of information and storage and retrieval of data.

D. National Sample Survey Organisation
The National Sample Survey Organisation, which came into existence in 1950 with the objective of conducting large-scale surveys to provide data for national income estimation as required for planning and policy formation, has since grown into one of the largest organisations of its kind and has expanded its activities in several directions.  The NSSO carries out annual rounds of multi-purpose socio-economic surveys, undertakes field work for the Annual Survey of Industries, follows-up surveys of the Economic Census, sample checks on area enumeration and crop estimation surveys and prepares the urban frames useful in drawing of urban samples, besides collection of price data from rural and urban sectors.  This Organisation functions under the over all direction of a Governing Council with requisite independence and autonomy in the matter of collection, processing and publication of data.  The NSSO is headed by the Director General and Chief Executive Officer who is responsible for coordinating and supervising all activities of the organisation for which he is assisted by a small secretariat called Coordination and Publication Division. The DG&CEO, NSSO is also Member Secretary of the Governing Council.  The major activities of the NSSO pertain to survey design, field operations, processing of data collected and releasing of results based on the sample surveys.

E. Computer Centre
The Computer Centre was set up in 1967 as an attached office under the Department of Statistics, to cater to the data processing needs of this Department and other government offices under different ministries.  This Centre, as one of its major tasks, undertakes the processing of voluminous data running into several million records, collected by the NSSO and CSO.  It also provides, wherever possible, computing services and facilities to other Government Departments and Organisations including State Governments.  The Centre is under the over all supervision of an Additional Director General. 

F. Indian Statistical Institute
The Indian Statistical Institute was registered on 28 April 1932 at Calcutta as a non-profit-distributing learned society with Professor P.C. Mahalanobis as its founding Director.  This was set up to carry out research, teaching, training and project activities, and it gradually became an important part of the statistical system of India through its pioneering work on large-scale sample surveys, design of agricultural experiments, statistical quality control and planning for national development. By an Act of Parliament, the Institute was declared an Institute of National Importance in 1959 and the right to hold examinations and award degrees and diplomas in statistics was conferred on it. Recently ISI has been empowered to award degrees in mathematics, quantitative economics and computer science, in addition to statistics.  The Institute, headed by a Director, has its Headquarters in Calcutta.  It has two other centres at Delhi and Bangalore.  

G. Statistical cadre

The Indian Statistical Service was constituted on 1 November 1961 by pulling together posts in various ministries in statistical discipline, which were offered for inclusion in the ISS at the initial constitution of the Service.  The first examination for direct recruitment in Grade IV of the Service was held in 1967.  The Department of Personnel & Training had been functioning as the cadre controlling authority of ISS up to October 1984 when this responsibility was transferred to the Department of Statistics.  As Cadre Controlling Authority, the Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation is concerned with the centralized aspects of managing ISS and all matters pertaining to recruitment, promotion, training, career planning and manpower planning for the Service.

H. Statistical system in the states

The Statistical System in the states is similar to that at the centre.  In other words, it is decentralized laterally over the departments of the state government, with major Departments, such as, Agriculture or Health, having large statistical divisions for the work of departmental statistics.  At the apex level is the Directorate (formerly Bureau) of Economics and Statistics (DES), which is formally responsible for the coordination of statistical activities in the State.  The DESs have large organisations at headquarters, with statistical offices in the districts and, in some cases, in the regions of the state.  The statistical activity of the DESs is more or less uniform.  They publish statistical abstracts and handbooks of the states, annual economic reviews or surveys, district statistical abstracts, and state budget analysis; work out the estimates of the State Domestic Product and engage in such other statistical activities as is relevant to the state.  Most of them participate at least on a matching sample basis in the national Sample Survey Programme, and some of them carry out an Annual Survey of Industries (ASI) for factories not covered by the ASI of the NSSO.  District Statistical Offices (DSO) are primarily entrusted with the task of checking up primary data and building up databases for micro-level planning.  Block statistical agencies exist in most of the states for maintenance of records at village level, submission of reports and returns. Generally, the states do not have a common statistical cadre. The Directorate of Economics and Statistics in the states liases with the CSO for purpose of coordination at all-India level.


Thus, the Indian Statistical System is a system built upwards from district offices to the state government departments, and from there to the corresponding ministries at the centre.  It is a collection of state-level systems forming a national system.  In the current context, making the national system the starting point, from the perspective of an inverted view the system can be described as laterally decentralized among the Ministries of the Government of India (GOI), and in every one of them, vertically decentralized, between the centre and the states.  The main features of the Indian Statistical System can be thus summarized as:

(a) The Administrative Statistics System is its major component;

(b) It is laterally and vertically decentralized;

(c) In it, not only data collection but also compilation, processing and preparation of results are carried out by the states for most of the sectors; and

(d) It is the State-wise results, which flow to the Centre, and statistics at the all-India level are obtained as the aggregates of State-level statistics.

II. Pros and cons of centralised and decentralised systems of collection of statistics

Subjects such as money and finance, international trade and balance of payments have meaning only at the all-India level.  There are sectors which cover more than one state and for which statistics are collected directly by central agencies such as railways, postal services and telecommunications.  The Central Administrative Statistical System (concerned Central Ministries) collects statistics on both types of subjects.  The State Statistical System collects all other Statistics.


Administrative Statistics provide information that is relevant to the working of the Departments.  They serve the major purpose of aiding the Departments in the execution of their administrative functions of implementation and execution of different Acts, Rules and Regulations with which the Departments are charged.  Consequently, the concerned Departments have a vital interest in the proper collection of the administrative statistics.


There are other advantages too in the decentralized system of collection of statistics through the administrative set up.  The collection of data by departmental agencies does not involve special costs.  The collection is oriented to definite purposes, and the record and verification of information is part of administration.  Departmental agencies and officials have not only good knowledge of the subject, but also of local language and local conditions, especially in rural areas.  Information collected is relevant and direct, and is handled by agencies that have special knowledge of the subject.  Finally, there is an identifiable purpose in their data collection and they are in the best position to interpret the data.  All this has lent a solid foundation to the decentralized administrative statistical system, and in turn, to the Indian Statistical System.  


As against these advantages of the decentralized Administrative Statistical System, it will be appropriate to point out the disadvantages of a centralized system.   First, it is an unmanageable system for a large country such as India, except when it is a sample survey system of reasonable size.  Second, on the very same counts on which a decentralized system possesses advantages, the centralized system fares poorly.


It is a difficult, if not impossible, task for a single centralized organisation to cater to all information needs of the country.  Therefore, under the Indian set-up, the decentralized system of data collection seems a better option than a centralized system. At the same time, it is highly desirable that the information provided by various agencies conforms to some specified norms.  For this, there should be more focus on the coordination role of CSO to make the data collected by different agencies on uniform concepts and definitions. The success of the CSO in its role as a coordinator depends, on the one hand, upon the degree of its initiative and ability to persuade, and on the other hand, on the cooperation of the ministries, and their willingness to participate in this process as a team and to be persuaded to accept the conclusions of the team about their statistical work.

III. Monitoring performance


The most important indicators used for monitoring the progress of any statistical system are validity, reliability and timeliness of the statistics produced. Timely availability of statistics is the essence of efficiency of the National Statistical System.  Statistics with a long time lag may not be of much use to policy-makers.  If the statistical system is to function effectively, ways and means have to be devised to reduce the time lag and provide policy-makers with some useful statistical material to facilitate their decision-making. In India, there is no strict process of monitoring for release of data. Delays in publishing results have plagued the DoS for a long time, though of late there has been considerable improvement.  For example, release of household consumer expenditure data (which is the main source for estimating poverty) for the 50th Round (1993-94) took two years after completion of the survey whereas the 55th Round (1999-2000) data was released within a year. 

IV. Stakeholders feedback

The CSO is entrusted with the responsibility not only to coordinate the statistical activities of the Government of India and State Directorates of Economics and Statistics (DESs) but also to establish and maintain norms and standards in the field of statistics.  The CSO takes feedback from the user organisations through institutional arrangements like inter-departmental meetings of working groups, technical advisory committees on various subjects, or standing committees and other bodies in the case of Central Ministries.  The National Advisory Board on Statistics plays an important role in coordinating with user agencies as it has representatives of the Central Ministries, state governments, research institutions and user organisations as Members.  Coordination with states has also been through meetings with high-level statistical coordination committees of the state Governments and also through a Conference of Central and State Statistical Organisations.

V. Where does India stand?

Over the years, the Administrative Statistical System has been deteriorating. The deterioration has taken place at its very roots namely, at the very first stage of collection and recording of data. Though India has a long tradition of comprehensive crop statistics, the current status with regard to their adequacy, timeliness and reliability is far from satisfactory.  In addition, there are several data gaps on new crops and ancillary agricultural activities. Sometimes the advance estimates of area under crops are made simply on the basis of visual estimates by the state agencies.  Until the final results are available, which is almost one year after the close of the agricultural year, only rough estimates are supplied which has been the reason for substantial revision in the estimates of agricultural production in some cases, giving arise to doubt about reliability. Large data gaps exist in the output of fruits and vegetables and other minor crops.

The reason for the declining quality of crop statistics has been attributed to the over-burdening of the primary reporters who are generally the lowest level village revenue official, called Patwari, who is entrusted with several other responsibilities. This is indisputably the major problem facing the Indian Statistical System today. 

Another problem is that the recent shift in policies from a framework of controls, permits and licenses towards a system of liberalization and free flow of market forces through the process of economic reforms has affected the timely and regular flow of data from the industrial establishments. Though there was no legal compulsion, the dependence of industrial establishments on the government for various licenses and clearances induced them to furnish the data fairly regularly.  With the dismantling of controls, this inducement has disappeared.  There is now a major problem of ensuring regular and reasonably complete reporting. Although the submission of returns by the factories is mandatory under the Collection of Statistics Act 1953, this is not complied with in many cases.  Penal provisions under this Act are also quite weak and hence do not serve as a deterrent for defaulters.

National accounts statistics are an aggregate and its improvement rests on the improvement of the data collection mechanism for each of the sub-sectors.  The efforts to improve agricultural, industrial and service statistics will have an impact on the national income accounts.  

The orientation of planning, for quite some time, has been directed at sub-state (district) level. The database at sub-state level is almost non-existent, which makes formulation of specific programmes for specific regions very difficult. The present system has not been able to provide adequate information, even on basic socio-economic indicators required for micro-level planning. The data on income at national level is available as a scalar value whereas the information on its class distribution is not only vital for assessing the level of living but also for framing sectoral policies and assessing the impact of policy measures on development. The data on income classified by occupation category, sex and other socio-economic groups are also important for assessment of level of living. The data on per capita consumption collected by the National Sample Survey (NSS) are available not beyond state level. The data at best can be disaggregated up to the level of NSS regions, which are formed by grouping contiguous districts.  These data are not adequate for planning at the grassroots level, particularly in view of the fact that the district is the focal point of the existing administrative set up.

VI. Discrepancy between National Accounts and National Sample Survey (NSS) estimates on consumption expenditure
One of the perennial issues relating to national income in our country has been the difference between National Accounts Statistics (NAS) and NSS estimates on consumption expenditure. The NAS consumption is available as a macro estimate and a scalar for the nation as a whole while the NSS consumption estimates are available separately for different states (provinces) in rural and urban areas, which can be aggregated to a national estimate.  The estimates of private consumption from these two sources are different, primarily as these are derived from different approaches. The whole debate on the discrepancy issue started when the Planning Commission, using the Task Force Methodology, estimated incidence of poverty from consumption expenditure distribution of NSS after scaling it up to the level of consumption expenditure of NAS. As long as the difference was around 5 per cent, it did not bother the academicians.  But, the passage of time and the change in base of the NAS series have shown an increase in this discrepancy to more than 30 per cent in the late eighties. Computing poverty from the expenditure distribution of NSS after scaling it by such high a proportion led to the criticism of the methodology of estimation of poverty.  

The Planning Commission, in September 1989, constituted the Expert Group on Estimation of Proportion and Number of Poor to "look into the methodology for estimation of poverty and to re-define the poverty line, if necessary". The Government has adopted the Expert Group methodology for poverty estimation since March 1997 as the basis for computing the official estimates of poverty in India.  One Expert Group recommendation, among others, was the use of NSS data without any adjustment.  This is due to the fact that a high level of adjustment of survey data distorts its basic characteristics. 

Now, a group of academicians argue that the magnitude of decline in poverty as revealed by NSS data is not correct.  According to them, an average rate of growth of economy of India of more than 5 per cent for the last twenty years should result in much lower level of poverty than estimated from NSS data. 

The way the two estimates of consumption are generated, they are not strictly comparable. Apart from the differences in the coverage and reference time frames that are apparent, comparability of the two sets of estimates are constrained by the differences in the concepts and methods of estimation inherent in the very approaches employed by the two agencies. But, drastically different picture of poverty emerging from these two estimates of private consumption expenditure has led to the debate on the precision of either or both these estimates. Detailed analysis of each and every component forming part of these two estimates can only help to bring them closer but are unlikely to entirely close the gap.

VII. Poverty Statistics in India


The Indian Planning Commission has been estimating the incidence of poverty at national and state level using the data collected by the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) in its household consumer expenditure surveys. 

National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) has been regularly conducting household consumer expenditure surveys since 1950. Since the beginning in 1950 and until its 28th round (1973/74), the NSSO has collected data on consumer expenditure every year and in all the rounds.  After the 26th round of the survey (1971/72), the Governing Council of NSSO decided to undertake the surveys on consumer expenditure and employment-unemployment together from a large sample once in five years.  Accordingly, quinquennial surveys on consumer expenditure and employment-unemployment have been conducted in the 27th (1972/73), 32nd (1977/78), 38th (1983), 43rd (1987/88), 50th (1993/94) and 55th (1999/2000) rounds of NSS.   In a later decision, from its 42nd Round, 1986-87, the NSSO re-introduced the collection of consumer expenditure data annually though on a reduced scale.  This was done in order to maintain continuity in the consumer expenditure data, which seemed essential for research and policy makers to keep track of the inter-temporal changes in the levels of living.  These surveys are termed as small-scale (thin) surveys due to the smaller size of the sample as compared to the quinquennial surveys.  These surveys are spread over a period ranging from six months to one year.  Survey data on household consumer expenditure in the thin sample have indeed been used to estimate the broad indicators of well-being.  Many have used these data to estimate poverty also.

The survey conducted in 1999/2000 was a much-awaited survey from the point of view of assessing the impact of economic reforms on the incidence of poverty.  The NSSO in its attempt to experiment on the choice of appropriate recall period in the consumer expenditure survey made some changes in the method of data collection that rendered this survey data non-comparable with the earlier ones. The issue of choice of recall period came under NSSO’s experiment in its 51st Round (July 1994 to June 1995), which continued through the 52nd Round (July 1995 to June 1996), 53rd Round (January 1997 to December 1997) and 54th Round (January 1998 to June 1998).  In each of these rounds, the entire sample households were divided into two equal groups.  In one group, the data, in conformity with the past practice, were collected with a uniform recall period of 30 days for all the items.  For the other group of households, the recall period for different items were chosen as:

(a) 7-day for food, pan, tobacco and intoxicants, 

(b) 30-day for fuel and light, miscellaneous goods and services and medical (non-institutional),  

(c) 365-day for educational, medical (institutional), clothing, footwear and durable goods. 

Thus, in this experiment the data on 30-day recall period and 7/30/365-day recall periods were collected from two different sets of households by two different investigators independent of each other.  

The experiment with recall period was also extended to the large sample survey of the 55th Round albeit under an altered format.  Instead of administering the 7-day and 30-day recall for food expenditure to the different groups of households as in the 51st to 54th Round, the NSSO in the 55th Round collected the consumption expenditure data from the same households in the following manner:

(a) Two different recall periods of 7 days and 30 days from the same households were used to collect the data on consumption of food items (including pan, tobacco and intoxicants).

(b) The consumption expenditure data in respect of selected non-food items, such as clothing, footwear, medical (institutional) and durable goods were collected using 365-day recall period.

(c) In case of the remaining non-food items, the consumption expenditure data were collected using 30-day recall period.

In the process two changes took place:

(a) Monthly per capita consumption expenditure in the 55th round is estimated on the basis of 365-day recall period for clothing, footwear, medical (institutional) and durable goods whereas it was 30 days in earlier large-scale surveys.

(b) The collection of food expenditure data using two different recall periods from the same households in the55th Round has resulted in a mix up of responses to the recall periods and thus, has affected the comparability of this data set with the earlier ones.

These changes have left the planners in a dilemma about the use of this data for making meaningful poverty comparisons.

VIII. Steps needed to achieve objectivity


The Indian Statistical System should review the data needs in today’s context. The private sector has come to dominate the economy in a manner that did not exist earlier when the public sector was the major player. The private sector is in strong demand of appropriate data and spends considerable amounts in acquiring such data from diverse sources. The areas of Department of Statistics (DoS) that need special focus are as follows: 
A. Divergence in similar data released by two agencies

When two agencies are involved in the collection and processing of data on similar subjects, appropriate actions need to be taken by these two agencies to maintain uniformity in the coverage, concepts and definitions as well as the methodology followed for conducting the surveys.  Even if the same definition cannot be followed by an agency to meet its special requirements, appropriate provisions need to be made in the survey design to generate comparable estimates on a common characteristic or item by both the agencies.  This is required to minimize the divergence in the estimated values of similar characteristics between the two sources of data on the same item.  It is also necessary that the methodology, data source, coverage, concepts, etc., and particularly the limitations of data, if any, should be clearly brought out for the benefit of the concerned data users.

B. New areas of study


Due to liberalisation and globalization of economic activities, the existing activity scenario is rapidly changing such that new areas of study and their contribution to GDP will require estimation. Some pilot studies may be undertaken to assess the effect of newly emerging areas.  

C. Advance calendar for release of data
In order to improve time lag for the release of data, an advance calendar for release of data in respect of at least important statistical activities may be published through public notification at the beginning of each calendar year, so that processing personnel may have the time frame in advance on the responsibility to be accomplished.  Further, a close monitoring system (fortnightly or monthly) should be introduced to achieve the target date of release fixed at the beginning of the year.

D. Simplification of schedules

The schedules/questionnaires used for collecting statistical information should, as far as possible, be short and simple.  It needs to be ensured that data on items that are not included in the tabulation programme are not collected.  This would not only help to reduce delays in compilation and processing but also would minimize informant fatigue and resistance to supplying information.

E. Creation of a data dissemination centre and a central database in the CSO

To provide easy access for the users to the data available at the national level, a comprehensive central database can be set up at the CSO in respect of data available in the CSO, NSSO and the central ministries. The database should keep detailed information on availability of different types of data, periodicity, and sources along with some explanatory notes on concepts, coverage, time-lag, level of aggregation/disaggregation and so on.  

F. Subject panels

In a dynamic situation, concepts and definitions need to be reviewed from time to time to take into account the requirements of the data users while ensuring that comparability is maintained as far as possible.  The CSO may consider the establishing subject panels for all-important areas on which data are concurrently being collected or are proposed to be initiated either at the central or at the state level.  The subject panels, apart from having representatives from the CSO/DoS, should have subject matter specialists from administrative agencies, universities, research institutions and user organisations.

G. Interaction with data users
A significant investment is made in collecting data through census and sample surveys.  It is advisable that regular interaction occurs between the data-collecting agencies and the data users regarding the usefulness and demand of such data and also on the periodicity or time intervals at which the survey data on different subjects are required.  Furthermore, users question quality of the past available data on a subject, an improved methodology may be developed before collecting such data again in the future.

IX. Comprehensive Statistical Act

Statistical data and information, as compiled from the field, are at times incomplete, because of non-cooperation from respondents.  In order to avoid this difficulty, there should be an appropriate Statistical Act, in order to compel respondents to cooperate in divulging information to the authorized statistical investigators.  The current Statistical Act is applied only to some limited areas of compilations and in many cases is not powerful enough for timely capture of data.  Thus, there is an urgent need to review the existing Acts for the collection of statistics in order to bring out comprehensiveness in the Statistical Act that could provide sufficient administrative power to the statistical investigating authority for collecting data from an individual or a household or an enterprise or any organisation in the field.  Suitable penal action for non-cooperation, intentional misinformation or refusal to provide information by the respondents to the statistical investigating authority may also be incorporated in the Act.  However, it is to be ensured through the Act itself that the information furnished by the informants will be kept strictly confidential by the statistical authority.

X. Independence and integrity of statistical agencies

At present, the Statistical System operates under a ministerial structure. The Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation is a part of the government but guided by various councils and boards of experts in its activities. Its effectiveness depends on the cooperation of the basic data collecting agencies. Although improvements are taking place, the pace is not rapid enough to cope with the changes taking place in the economy. Thus, to maintain the integrity of statistical agencies, it is required to introduce reforms in the administration of the Indian statistical system and upgrading its infrastructure significantly.  


A strong coordinating mechanism to generate adequate data of high quality with the desired timeliness is the need of the hour.  Moreover, with the implementation of the policies on economic reforms and liberalization in the Indian Economy, data needs have changed significantly. Realizing the growing statistical needs of society and to make sure that these are appropriately addressed, the Government of India established the National Statistical Commission in January 2000.

A. National Statistical Commission

The terms of reference for the National Statistical Commission were as follows:

(i) To examine critically the deficiencies of the present statistical system in terms of timeliness, reliability and adequacy;

(ii) To recommend measures to correct the deficiencies and revamp the statistical system to generate timely and reliable statistics for the purpose of policy and planning in Government at different levels of administrative structure;

(iii) To recommend permanent and effective coordinating mechanisms for ensuring integrated development of the decentralized statistical system in the country;

(iv) To review the existing legislation for the collection of statistical information and to recommend amendments, where necessary, to achieve the objective of collection and dissemination of timely, reliable and adequate statistics;

(v)      To review the existing organisation of the Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation (Statistics Wing) and other statistical units of the Government and to make recommendations on their staffing and training requirements to enable them to cope with the increase and development of statistical services; 

(vi) To examine the need for instituting statistical audit of the range of services provided by the Government and local bodies and make suitable recommendations thereof; and

(vii) To recommend any other measures for improving the statistical system in the country.
B. Major recommendations of National Statistical Commission
The National Statistical Commission has submitted its report to the Government in September 2001and its recommendations are under consideration. The major recommendations of the National Statistical Commission are:
1.
For reform of administration of the Indian Statistical System by upgrading its infrastructure and thereby enhancing the credibility of official statistics, the Commission is of the view that an independent statistical authority, free from political interference, having power to set priorities with respect to Core Statistics, is needed to ensure quality standards of statistical processes. The Commission has recommended the creation of a permanent and statutory apex body – National Commission on Statistics (NCS) – through an Act of Parliament, independent of the Government in respect of policy-making coordination and maintaining quality standards of Core Statistics.  The NCS will have a Chairman and four Expert Members all of whom would be eminent statisticians or social scientists and they will act on the advice of a number of technical committees on various subject areas.

2.
The presence of administrative machinery within the Government is necessary to implement and sustain the policies evolved by the proposed NCS.  The Commission has proposed a restructuring of the existing Statistics Wing of the Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation into a full-fledged Department of the Ministry to be known hereafter as the National Statistical Organisation (NSO).  The head of the NSO will be the National Statistician and will be the Secretary to the Government of India.  He or she will also be the Secretary to the National Commission on Statistics.  The NSO will comprise three offices and one wing namely, the Central Statistical Office, National Sample Survey Office, Data Storage and Dissemination Office and Consultancy Wing.  These bodies will implement and maintain statistical standards as laid down by the NCS, compile National Accounts, facilitate national and international coordination, publish Core Statistics, the conduct of methodological research and studies, and also arrange the training of statistical personnel and maintenance of a data warehouse for Core Statistics.

3.
A lack of coordination among the different ministries and departments of the Central Government leads ultimately to poor and unproductive statistical advice to the concerned administrative ministries and departments.  To remedy this situation, the Commission recommends the appointment of statistical advisers in important ministries and departments in order to make available sound statistical inputs and advice for the purposes of policy formulation and decision-making under the technical guidance of the National Statistician.

4.
To improve the coordination within the State statistical systems, the State Directorates of Economics and Statistics must be made responsible for technical coordination with all State Departments in respect of the content, methodology and dissemination of statistics.  The Conference of Central and State Statistical Organisations is another instrument, which would provide a forum for regular interaction among the central and State statisticians.   A similar forum for a meeting of State Departmental Statisticians should be created by the State Governments to review the performance of the statistical system of each State.  

5.
The enhanced role of the DES and the wider technical discussion of the State’s Statisticians will help State Governments take a holistic view of the State’s Statistical System to enhance its utility to the State Governments and indirectly to achieve the same result at the Centre. In some of the States, as the statistical cadres are generally fragmented, the constitution of an organized State Statistical Cadre is urgently required.

6.
The system lacks legal backing for statistical activities.  The present Collection of Statistics Act 1953 is weak.  In addition to ensuring the reliability of statistics and the efficiency of operations, a strong Act, in accordance with the federal structure of the country, should also take into account the informants’ rights to privacy.  Recognizing the role of Information Technology for processing, transmission and dissemination of Data, the Commission has recommended the establishment of strong communications links between the NSO and all other related statistical offices including of the States’ statistical offices through one or more Internet service providers or virtual private network.  

The implementation of recommendations of the National Statistical Commission in improving the credibility, adequacy and timeliness of the statistical system of the country has financial implications.  On the request of the Ministry of Statistics & Programme Implementation, the Department of Economic Affairs took up the project of Modernisation of Statistical System in India with the World Bank.  A number of meetings between officials of the Government of India and the Appraisal Mission of the World Bank have already taken place.  Assistance of US$200 million has been sought from the World Bank for the project.  The project is in the process of finalization.

XI. Concluding Remarks

India had a head start in statistics over many other countries–both developed and developing.  India does not lack in expertise or in understanding.  All that is needed is to integrate and consolidate the available expertise and resources to initiate concerted action.  Indian Statistical System is still very unresponsive to data demands of non-government organisations. Though the data situation in India is improving, the rapidity of change needs to be further increased to meet the challenges of the constantly evolving situation. 
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