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SIGMA COMMENT 

INTRASTAT -
THE LESSONS LEARNED 

BYYVESFRANCHET 

The political decision to ac­
celerate European integration 
and liberalise movement of 
goods, services, capital and 
people inside the EU has 
obliged statisticians to trans­
form radically the way they col­
lect certain data. Greater inte­
gration and liberalisation mean 
more movement, few controls 
and therefore a reduction in ad­
ministrative documents from 
which to derive statistics of ex­
changes of trade. 

In the solution arrived at, the 
statistician is guided by three 
principles: 

- the statistics obtained must 
be of sufficient quality to answer 
users' needs. 

- the burden on data suppli­
ers must be minimal, particu­
larly in the case of small and 
medium enterprises. 

- the cost of collecting the 
data must be compatible with 
Member States' ability to pay. 

The substitution of customs 
data collected by Member 
States by the Intrastat system 
of information on trade col­
lected from the enterprises 

themselves well illustrates the 
challenge of this type of opera­
tion. It has been particularly 
difficult for two reasons: 

- customs statistics of trade 
among Member States had an 
excellent reputation. 

- Intrastat had a close link 
with harmonisation of VAT - a 
difficult and political area - and 
statisticians had to adapt to the 
delays that resulted from this 
connection. 

In particular, it was impossi­
ble to test the Intrastat system 
before the halt in the collec­
tion of intra-Community cus­
toms statistics. 

As the articles in this issue 
of Sigma show, Intrastat is still 
affected by such problems. 

Personally, I have some 
strong convictions on this 
project: 

- it's never too early to start 
thinking about such a project -
especially testing it. We must 
begin this process now in such 
areas as measurement of the 
balance of payments of Mem­
ber States in Phase 3 of Mo­
netary Union. 

- countries with an adminis­
trative-based system for their 
intra-Community trade ex­
changes had fewer difficulties 
in introducing Intrastat than 
those without. 

- users and suppliers of data 
must be involved sooner in the 
evaluation of the problems that 
have to be addressed. 

- when such a new system 
is introduced, we must have ef­
ficient ways of informing users 
and suppliers, and encouraging 
them to participate. 

Yves Franchet 
Director-General, Eurostat 
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INTRASTAT: A MIXED 
RECORD FOR EUROSTAT 

RESULTS ARE TOO SLOW IN BECOMING AVAILABLE AND ARE 
NOT RELIABLE ENOUGH 

INTERVIEW WITH GILLES RAMBAUD-CHANOZ AND JÜRGEN HEIMANN 

The primary objective of 
the Intrastat system was to 
provide high-quality and re­
liable up-to-date statistics on 
intra-Community trade in 
goods after the introduction 
of the internal market and the 
abolition of customs formali­
ties at the borders between 
the Member States of the 
Union. Has this objective 
been attained? 

In pre-lntrastat days most 
enterprises were often unaware 
that trade was covered by sta­
tistical declarations. The data 
were in fact collected from the 
customs authorities. With the 
abolition of customs declara­
tions, the statistical system has 
been deprived of its traditional 
source of information. The only 
alternative: getting the statistics 
directly from enterprises. 

As Gi l les Rambaud-
Chanoz points 
out: "The novelty 
of the system was 
direct collection 
from enterprises 
which have to pro­
vide the relevant 
national authori­
ties with a monthly 
declaration detail­
ing their trade in 
goods during the 
previous month. 

"This collection is based on 
the establishment of a close link 
with the system of VAT returns 
for intra-Community trade. 
Since the tax authorities in the 
Member States are required to 
provide the statistical services 
at least every three months with 
a list of operators who have 
been involved in intra-Commu­
nity trade, as well as the over­
all value of any transactions, it 
is possible to check the exhaus-
tiveness and quality of the sta­
tistical data. France and Italy 
opted from the outset for a com­
bined statistical and fiscal dec­
laration. 

"The Intrastat system was 
also designed to reduce the 
response burden on enter­
prises as much as possible. 
This involved the use of a sys­
tem of thresholds. The result 
was either that about two-thirds 
of all operators were not in­

volved in any statistical for­
malities or that the amount of 
information to be supplied was 
cut. 

"With similar aims in mind, 
the opportunity was taken of in­
troducing the system to mo­
dernise the collection, transmis­
sion and processing of data 
thanks to a series of actions 
under the Edicom programme 
(electronic data interchange on 
commerce). 

EASING THE BURDEN ON 
ENTERPRISES 

"After three years of opera­
tion, Eurostat feels that the 
Intrastat system has a mixed 
record of performance. Indeed, 
the system cannot be consi­
dered fully operational through­
out the Member States, and 
results at EU level are slow in 
becoming available and lack the 

requisite degree 
of reliability." 

J ü r g e n 
Heimann puts a 
spin on the ge­
nerally negative 
view at Commu­
nity level, by 
pointing out: 
"This view does 
not, however, 
conflict with the 

Gilles Rambaud-Chanoz (left), Head of Division for External and intra-Community 
trade, and Jürgen Heimann, principal administrator in charge of methodology. 
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much more optimistic judgment 
which can be given by most of 
the Member States on the opera­
tion of the system at national 
level. 

'The fact is that the Commu­
nity view tends to amalgamate all 
the shortcomings and hiccoughs 
detected at national level. 

"As far as Eurostat is con­
cerned, there has been a genu­
ine easing of the burden on en­
terprises, in spite of the numer­
ous and at times vocal reactions 
by enterprises or associations 
which seem to reveal a different 
opinion. This does not alter the 
fact that Eurostat is ready to push 
ahead in this area and make fur­
ther proposals for streamlining 
procedures." 

If enterprises complain about 
the extra cost, it has to be pointed 
out that the "free service" in the 
past was simply an illusion. As 
Mr Rambaud-Chanoz explains: 
"Before the internal market came 
about, the statistics as a by-pro­
duct of customs declarations 
were usually compiled by who­
ever declared the goods for cus­
toms purposes, which meant that 
the service seemed to be free of 
charge as far as enterprises were 
concerned. 

'The workload which is now 
imposed directly on enterprises 
is much more apparent, although 
much lighter than before, and is 
simply perceived differently. 

BACKLOG REDUCED 

"The main shortcomings re­
vealed by the way in which the 
Intrastat system operates con­
cern the availability and quality 
of data. 

"Although the considerable 
backlogs which marked the sys­
tem's first year of operation have 
been partly reduced, by Septem­
ber 1995 only half of the Mem­
ber States had achieved an ac­
ceptable delivery rhythm match­
ing that of the old system. 
Thanks to the recent improve­
ments, the scheduled timetable 
for delivery of data to Eurostat 
by the three Member States 
which were lagging farthest be­
hind (Ireland, Greece and Bel­
gium) seems to indicate that 
within six months the situation 
will be more or less normal for 
the twelve Member States which 
have applied the system since 
the outset." 

For the new Member States -
Austria, Finland and Sweden -
the difficulties which have 
emerged are similar to those 
encountered when the system 
was first introduced. According 
to Mr Rambaud-Chanoz, how­
ever: There are fewer difficulties 
with regard to intra-Community 
statistics, but the difficulties are 
greater because of changes af­
fecting extra-Community statis­
tics as well. Consequently, it is 
hard to venture any date for the 
availability of some results." 

HIGH NON-RESPONSE 
RATE 

Where quality is concerned, 
Eurostat considers that there is 
not enough reliability and accu­
racy with regard to the data trans­
mitted by the Member States. 
According to Mr Heimann: 'The 
essential cause of our doubts lies 
in the size of the non-response 
rate for the enterprises surveyed. 
Although it has gone down in 
recent months, the rate is still 
high and for the Community as 

a whole exceeds 10% of the en­
terprises that are supposed to 
provide information, representing 
3-4% in value terms. However, 
the latest information we have, 
and the trend that can be seen, 
together seem to indicate that 
this is a chronic rate which is un­
likely to go down significantly. 
Another factor is the loss of in­
formation because of statistical 
thresholds, although here the 
loss is less important. 

'This loss of quality because 
of incomplete coverage, while ac­
ceptable for general data, be­
comes more alarming in the case 
of the detailed data required for the 
most disaggregated precise level 
of the combined nomenclature. 

'The effect is even greater in 
that, apart from the non-res­
ponse aspect, there is also a 
problem of wrong data being 
transmitted, primarily because of 
incorrect coding of goods, and 
this too has a significant effect 
on results at a detailed level. 
Classification errors among the 
10,000 headings are fairly nu­
merous in fact." 

Mr Rambaud-Chanoz com­
ments: "The combination of 
these two aspects makes inter­
pretation of data at this level very 
haphazard. You really have to 
ask yourself how you can justify 
to enterprises the collection of 
data at such a level of detail 
when the results lack sufficient 
quality to be used properly, or 
even to be published. 

ADJUSTMENTS ONLY PART 
OF THE ANSWER 

"In response to these difficul­
ties the Member States made 
adjustments and corrections, 
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Gilles Rambaud-Chanoz: "We want to move to a better 

Integration into business statistics. " 

the extent of which ­ up to 10 

or 15% for some countries ­ il­

lustrates the scale of the pro­

blems which emerged. These 

revisions provide only a partial 

remedy, however, since the 

adjustments affect only the 

overall results or those with a 

high level of aggregation. 

'The Intrastat system records 

intra­Community movements of 

traded goods as both arrivals 

and dispatches. This means that 

the use of 'mirror' statistics ­ ie 

the comparison of dispatches 

from A to Β with arrivals in Β from 

A ­ makes it possible to calculate 

just how consistent the data are. 

Some of the discrepancies which 

are found are a direct result of 

the methodological concepts and 

definitions which are used in 

compiling trade statistics." 

Jürgen Heimann com­

ments: "It is a well known fact 

that the corresponding figures 

for international exports and 

imports do not match exactly. 

In the case of intra­Community 

trade, however, the causes for 

discrepancies ought to be less 

significant because of the com­

mon methodology, closer CIF/ 

FOB assessment and less of a 

time lag because of geographi­

cal proximity. The extent of the 

differences in the Intrastat mir­

ror statistics confirms the inad­

equate quality of the data and 

reveals a sizable under­evalu­

ation of arrivals in relation to 

dispatches. 

"A look at the data also high­

lights the break in the series on 

intra­Community trade which 

occurred when Intrastat was 

introduced in 1993. Before 

thenC), the European Union's 

intra­Community imports were 

2.7% higher than its exports, 

whereas now they are running 

at a lower level. On the basis 

of the corrected estimates sup­

plied by the Member States, 

imports now seem to have set­

tled at about 4% below exports. 

"An initial analysis of the mir­

ror statistics, which took a more 

detailed look at the trade in 

goods, revealed more worrying 

results. If the basic statistical 

results are considered (com­

bined nomenclature code in 

conjunction with partner coun­

try), the discrepancies in three­

quarters of the cases exceed 

30%." 

But as Mr Rambaud­

Chanoz again points out: 

"Since this study when applied 

to pre­lntrastat annual data for 

1992 produced similar results, 

it makes one wonder if there is 

any real chance of getting re­

sults which are adequately re­

liable and usable at this level 

of detail from either the Intrastat 

system or customs documents. 

DIFFERENT SITUATIONS IN 

THE MEMBER STATES 

"In reviewing the operation of 

Intrastat, we are bound to take 

account of the variety of situa­

tions in the different Member 

States. In this regard, themain 

question which arises is 

whether a close link between 

taxation and statistics improves 

data quality." 

France and Italy have 

merged their tax and statistical 

declaration forms. 

(1) See note on page 11 
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Jean Mackintosh, secretary of Gilles Rambaud-Chanoz: 
"Additional work in perspective?" 

The coverage is more com­
plete and the data are available 
more speedily. This prompts Mr 
Rambaud-Chanoz to conclude: 
"Comparison with tax sources, 
when the two forms are not com-
bined, provides a means of 
checking statistical declarations. 
This has revealed its limitations, 
especially on account of the dif­
ferences between tax and sta­
tistical systems in terms of how 
ideas are understood and how 
certain trade is recorded in ac­
counts. For some Member 
States the statistical figures are 
higher than the tax figures, 
whereas they are lower in other 
Member States. The gaps be­
tween the two figures for 1993 
are nevertheless only around 
5%, which means that the over­
all credibility of the results can be 
trusted. 

FUTURE PROSPECTS 

"Some thought must be 
given to how information re­
quirements are going to 
evolve and to the need to 
maintain a link with an admi­
nistrative system which is 
compatible with the con­
straints imposed by the new 
fiscal system. It will also be 
necessary to add to the cost/ 
benefit analysis of how the 
current system operates. 

"Current information needs 
seem massive, as borne out 
by the welter of requests from 
firms, federations, Commis­
sion directorates-general or 
national authorities. These 
requests mainly concern a 
detailed breakdown by code in 
the combined nomenclature." 

Since it was being de­
vised, the Intrastat system has 
had a provisional status be­
cause of the link with the fiscal 
system. Will this transition pe­
riod end with the switch to the 
system of VAT payment in the 
country of origin? Will Intrastat 
2 be ready in time to meet in­
formation needs with regard to 
intra-Community trade? 

Mr Heimann replies: "The 
survey of trade statistics users 
will make it possible for us to 
have an accurate picture of the 
requirements, the expectations 
and the image which users 
have with regard to our statis­
tics. In terms of quality, there 
are problems with the accuracy 
of results at this level of detail, 
as various analyses have 
shown. The difficulties and 
costs for those responsible for 
providing this statistical infor­
mation are very high, and there 
are lots of errors in classifica­
tion. This prompts the question 
as to whether the use of this no­
menclature should be encour­
aged in the future." 

The need to have a parallel 
approach to the Community's 
internal and external trade and 
the increase in the burden on 
firms which apparently results 
from the use of two different 
nomenclatures have not so far 
led to any proposal for a sim­
plified classification more in line 
with the reliability of the results 
provided. What is going to hap­
pen in the future? 

Mr Rambaud-Chanoz says: 
"In the long run, with monetary 
union on the horizon, the ques­
tion arises as to whether this 
strict parallelism between inter­
nal and external trade will 
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always be justified, in as much 
as the very meaning of intra-
Community trade will have 
changed. In future, the disap­
pearance of national balances 
of payment, the upsurge in 
cross-border transactions, the 
sizable proportion of subcon­
tracting deals and trading within 
firms at EU level are bound to 
result in a rethink of the con­
cepts and definitions to be used 
for recording intra-Community 
trade. 

CLOSER ALIGNMENT 
WITH ACCOUNTING 

CONCEPTS? 

"A change in intra-Commu­
nity trade statistics is inevitable, 
in the sense that the recording 
of movements is steadily los­
ing any meaning in economic 
terms." 

Can closer alignment with 
the concepts of accounting - or 
even incorporation into the sys­
tem of business statistics - of­
fer new prospects for the defi­
nition of Intrastat 2 and for the 
use of other recording classifi­
cations? 

Gilles Rambaud-Chanoz: 
"First of all, as part of the ef­
forts of the United Nations 
working party comprising rep­
resentatives of international 
organisat ions, including 
Eurostat, on the revision of 
international trade methodol­
ogy, regard for the particular 
features of economic and 
monetary unions in general, 
and of the European Union in 
particular, is essential, be­
cause of the increased impor­
tance of trade and the 
globalisation of economies 
within these unions. 

"Against this background, 
possible solutions - while con­
tinuing to use the harmonised 
system - would be for statistics 
to be limited to the meaningful 
subheadings in terms of trade 
value and not to break down the 
others, or to go for the Prodcom 
list. It would also be a good 
idea to take services into ac­
count and to incorporate them 
into the Intrastat system. 

"The matter of the frequency 
of data collection should be 
dealt with by means of a cost/ 
benefit analysis. What would 
be the point of having detailed 
monthly statistics if a combina­
tion, depending on the detail 
required, of monthly and quar­
terly statistics could do the job 
at less cost? 

"The answers to these ques­
tions are vital since alternative 
recording techniques based on 
samples, which were discarded 
when Intrastat was being de­
vised primarily because of the 
frequency and detail required 
for data collection, could well be 
rethought. 

MAINTAINING 
ADMINISTRATIVE LINKS 

"There is an obvious advan­
tage in maintaining links be­
tween Intrastat 2 and adminis­
trative systems. This explains 
why the final choices which will 
be made for the VAT system will 
have a very direct impact in the 
extent of these links, and even 
on their very existence. 

"There are two key elements 
to be borne in mind: the identi­
fication of intra-Community op­
erators and the total volume of 
trade carried out." 

Jürgen Heimann: "The de­
gree of autonomy of Intrastat 
2, and its susceptibility as 
well, will depend on the an­
swers which are provided. It 
is still too soon to reach any 
judgment on the need and 
usefulness of these two ele­
ments for tax purposes. Any 
questions concerning com­
pensation can be looked at on 
the basis of indicators other 
than intra-Community trade. 

REFORM MUST 
OFFSET 

ADDITIONAL COST 

"The experience which has 
been acquired, the difficulties 
encountered during the initial 
years of Intrastat operation 
and the considerable invest­
ment which has been put in by 
the authorities and firms de­
mand that the next step be 
carefully thought out. 

"It is manifestly clear that 
the current system can be im­
proved. But any reform of the 
data collection system, which 
is justif ied for reasons of 
methodology or simplification, 
can be undertaken only if its 
expected benefits, its length 
of validity and its general ac­
ceptance offset the inevitable 
extra cost and the upheaval 
which is part and parcel of any 
change. 

"These main ideas must 
also be incorporated into a 
technical approach and stra­
tegy concerning new tech­
nologies, EDI and telecommu­
nications." 

Continued on page 10 
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INTRASTAT A N D NEW 
TECHNOLOGIES 

Sigma interviewed Philippe 
Lebaube - A1 unit - Eurostat 
- Computer processing (Nor­
malisation, programm Inter­
change of Data between Ad­
ministration" (IDA), Trans-
european Telematic Net­
works) and Uwe Kunzler - C4 
unit - Eurostat (Edicom -
"Electronic Data Interchange 
on Commerce"). 

To what extent can EDI 
affect the outlook for 
Intrastat? 

People normally refer to 
EDI, or electronic data inter­
change, when they mean the 
transmission by electronic 
means of formatted mes­
sages which comply with ap­
proved standards between 
independently operated infor­
mation systems. EDI has a 
major role in the coming 
"paperless society". 

Ρ Lebaube: "The disap­
pearance of declaration forms 

Philippe Lebaube: "There must be 
clearcut responsibilities between 
declaring and collecting agents!" 

and their conversion to elec­
tronic format is not a haphaz­
ard affair. The authorities have 
to be able to tell people: 'We 
accept your declaration. Pro­
vided it is in this format, we can 
identify it and you and we can 
be sure that you have given us 
all the information we want and 
that you are using the recom­
mended encoding techniques 
which match our requirements.' 

In short, there needs to be a 
clear division of responsibility 
between those collecting and 
those providing the information. 
In order to cope with Intrastat, 
EDI needs "interchange agree­
ments", which are a kind of 
partnership agreement be­
tween the authorities and firms. 
A number of national and Com­
munities authorities are involved 
in EDI projects for declarations 
as part of programmes such as 
IDA (interchange of data be­
tween administrations)." 

U Kunzler: "The use of EDI 
techniques was written into the 
Intrastat regulation from the 
outset. What can be done now 
in the way of greater encour­
agement for its use by admi­
nistrations? And how can it all 
be coordinated? Only eight of 
the fifteen Member States are 
capable of using the IDEP de­
claring software or EDI mes­
sages (CUSDEC/INSTAT) pro­
posed by us. What can we do 
for the other seven?" 

Ρ Lebaube: "In the stand­
ardisation talks, in which we are 
very actively involved, the sta­
tistical authorities have an im­
portant role to play with regard 
to encouragement. Standardi­
sation means that you get a 

Uwe Kunzler: "With IDEP, we made 
every effort to be pragmatic. " 

standardised message which is 
properly documented and has 
a quality label to back up its 
high profile. The work on stan­
dardisation involves a lot of 
economic operators, working 
parties on the facilitation of 
trade procedures, software ex­
perts, etc. On the administra­
tion side, we are playing our 
part in this." 

U Kunzler: "But in the long 
run, how are you going to cope 
with incorporating more users 
or facilities without too many 
repercussions on project 
costs?" 

Ρ Lebaube: "You are right. 
How are we going to move from 
100 to 1,000, from 1,000 to 
100,000 and from 100,000 to a 
million economic operators us­
ing EDI as part of a Commu­
nity or national project while 
keeping to more or less the 
same budget? This is a key 
factor to be considered." 

U Kunzler: "In the EDICOM 
project, with the subsidiary 
IDEP project, we have tried to 
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be pragmatic. IDEP is sup­
posed to be the archetypal de­
claring software for EDI mes­
sages, pending the develop­
ment by the market of a similar 
tool. We need to help in set­
ting up a technical environment 
which has been structured with 
some real thought. The fact is 
that at present the supply side 
in terms of telecommunications 
is still too poorly incorporated 
into data processing software 
and environments to allow 

'start-to-finish' communica­
tions. This explains the resist­
ance to the widespread intro­
duction of 'European' software 
(IDEP, STATEL, etc) which is in­
capable of being adapted to too 
many different technical situa­
tions." 

Ρ Lebaube: "While being 
careful not to overstep our man­
date at Eurostat, we probably 
need to help the market in iden­
tifying the data processing 

products or services with 
enough 'critical mass' to war­
rant commercial development. 
If need be, we should set up a 
kind of 'relay structure' with a 
suitable remit and resources. 
At the same time, we should 
think about the availability of re­
sources in the next three to five 
years, so that we can stay on 
top of things as they evolve. 
We do not want to create mon­
sters that cannot be fed or con­
trolled by anyone!" 

WHY IS EDI NOT TAKING OFF? 

EDI has taken off in the case of applications which from the outset aimed at 
achieving "critical mass". How do they explain the fairly limited success of 

EDI for Intrastat declarations? 

Ρ Lebaube: "Lack of tele­
communications infrastruc­
ture, scarcity of EDI soft­
ware in firms' computer re­
sources, poorly organised 
user services: these are all 
factors which mean that 
EDI is still too expensive 
for firms to acquire. In in­
dustry, EDI has been suc­
cessful in conglomerates, 
purchasing syndicates, 
car manufacturers, major 
industries and so on, 
where at the centre of 
things you find the 'hub' 
from which ideas ema­
nate. The 'spokes' (cus­
tomers or suppliers) have 
no choice: either they use 
the recommended method 
of transmission or they are 
denied access to the sys­
tem, to licences, to fran­
chises. As far as 'adminis­
trative EDI' is concerned, 
the authorities need to as­

sume the 'hub' position. And 
this is where Eurostat has to slot 
Intrastat into telecommunica­
tions." 

U Kunzler: "But you are not 
going to get economic opera­
tors investing heavily in telecom­
munications just for a monthly re­
port! There has to be something 
else in it for them." 

Ρ Lebaube: "We need to 
make a better job of identifying 
the market slot in the outside 
world for data processing ap­
plications developed by na­
tional or Community adminis­
trations. 

There is a tremendous risk 
otherwise that what we de­
velop may be seen as obsta­
cles to the identification of 
market sectors and shares 
where the initiative is with the 
private sector. We therefore 

need to think about part­
nerships which should be 
encouraged for Intrastat 2 
with software development 
firms, operators of net­
works with value added 
and all those involved in 
the information society. 

"One of the key factors 
of EDI projects is their 
"critical mass". When 
Intrastat 2 is considered, 
we need to formulate a 
technical approach which 
incorporates from the 
outset the "large-scale" 
dimension of the project. 
It is in this way that 
synergy between statisti­
cal fields or between ad­
ministrations can de­
velop, through the coor­
dinated introduction of a 
technical and practical 
approach to projects. " 
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WHAT ABOUT RECORDING 
ONLY A SINGLE FLOW? 

In addition to the studies on 
nomenclatures for recording 
data and the frequency of col­
lecting the information, there 
is an old Eurostat proposal 
which deserves to be looked 
at again. The idea would be 
for each Member State to 
record only a single flow, with 
the other flow calculated us­
ing the results compiled by the 
other Member States in the 
form of mirror statistics. In this 
way, countries would record 
only dispatches, since arrivals 
are equal in theory to the to­
tal dispatches from the other 
fourteen Member States. 

This method is used by a 
number of countries, including 
Canada and the United States, 
which for several years have 
based their figures solely on 
imports. 

Unless some considerations 
relating to the tax system war­
rant it, and unless arrivals are 
more than dispatches, which 
are the preferred flow for re­
cording and reconciling fiscal 
and statistical data, there are 
arguments within the European 
Union in favour of recording 
solely dispatches. Gilles 
Rambaud-Chanoz mentions 
two: 

"- the tendency of dis­
patching firms to be more con­
centrated, with the corollary 
that a smaller number of firms 
need to be covered, which is 
a factor of particular interest 
for small and medium-sized 
enterprises that for the most 
part would not be bound by 
the system; 

- better knowledge of pro­
ducts on the side of dispatch­
ing agents, usually the manu­
facturers, than on the purchas­
ing side, with the ensuing 
greater likelihood of getting 
more reliable data and of arri­
ving at a better understanding 
of dispatch flows through bet­
ter response rates than with the 
current system." 

SIGNIFICANT ECONOMIES 
OF SCALE 

Mr Rambaud-Chanoz goes 
on: "This system would mean 
that around 350 000 firms could 
be exempted from the require­
ment to declare arrivals, with­
out any great loss of informa­
tion. The administrative work­
load in collecting and process­
ing the data would also be con­
siderably reduced. 

"Eurostat should organise 
and back up a swift exchange 
of data between administra­
tions so that they are in a posi­
tion to calculate arrivals on the 
basis of results compiled by 
other declaring countries. The 
introduction of this procedure 
would require the adoption of a 
series of harmonisation meas­
ures designed to ensure that 
the system works properly. 
This proposal would make it 
possible to achieve significant 
economies of scale and would 
provide a positive response to 
the requests of European busi­
ness federations for simplifica­
tion and harmonisation of what 
they are required to do in terms 
of declarations and administra­
tive formalities. 

"This proposal requires a 
mutual obligation to compile 
results on all the Member 

States. It can stem only from 
close cooperation, the only 
means of instilling the mood of 
trust which is vital to the intro­
duction of such a system." 

Jürgen Heimann: "There 
are some grounds for thinking 
that initially only the Member 
States involved will apply this 
procedure and that its general 
application will be a gradual 
matter. Also, this proposal does 
not depend on the other pro­
posals that have been made. 
It is feasible regardless of the 
nomenclatures, the frequency 
and the system of recording that 
may be chosen. Furthermore, 
in spite of its radical nature, this 
change would involve only minor 
amendments to the organisation 
and infrastructure used by those 
providing information as well as 
by those collecting it. 

FINDING A PRACTICAL 
AND ACCEPTABLE 

SOLUTION 

"In view of the importance of 
these statistics and of the costs 
incurred by everyone involved, 
it is a good idea to weigh the 
pros and the cons carefully be­
fore each decision is taken. 
This can be done only by mul­
tiplying contacts with the pro­
viders and users of the data, 
with the compilers of the statis­
tics and with the authorities. 
These discussions will thereby 
make it possible to work out a 
practical solution which is ac­
ceptable to everyone. 

'The first phase consists of 
completing the examination of 
how the current system operates 
and of making a more system­
atic analysis of costs in 
order to supplement the studies 
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George Pongas (C4 unit - Eurostat - External and intra-community trade) presents to 
Member States delegates some proposals for the treatment of confidentiality 

which have been carried out. 
Progress along these lines will 
be helped by the surveys which 
are currently being carried out. 

"The Intrastat 2 seminar will 
allow various points of view to 
be aired and enable concrete 
guidelines for future work to be 
drawn up. 

The resulting proposals will 
be referred to the Statistical Pro­
gramme Committee and to the 
European Advisory Committee 
on Statistical Information in the 
Economic and Social Spheres 
(CEIES) and, if appropriate, to 
other relevant European bodies. 

"Lastly, a proposal for a 
regulation will be drafted by 
the Committee on Statistics 
relating to the Trade in Goods 
between Member States. 
With this work as a basis, the 
Commission will propose a 
draft regulation for adoption 
by the Council and Parlia­
ment." 

Mr Rambaud-Chanoz con­
cludes by saying: "No definite 
timetable can be outlined at the 
moment, but increased con­
tacts and an open ear to all 
comments should result in a 
careful decision with excellent 
repercussions." 

THE UNDERVALUATION 
OF THE ARRIVALS 

Observed divergences 
confirm the poor quality 
level of the data and reveal 
an important undervalua­
tion of the arrivals as com­
pared to the shipments. 
This results mainly from 
simplification measures, 
especially the non-record­
ing of goods from a non-
member country put into 
free circulation in a Mem­
ber State and subsequently 
re-shipped to another. 
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A LOOK TO THE RECENT PAST-

CONSIDERABLE EFFORTS 
TO IMPROVE INTRASTAT 

Since the launch of 
Intrastat, a large number of 
improvements have been 
made. An increasing number 
of national government de­
partments are relatively sa­
tisfied with the results at na­
tional level. 

All the Member States have 
made considerable efforts to 
assist with the implementation 
of Intrastat. These efforts, sup­
ported by Eurostat, have been 
aimed at both relations with en­
terprises (information, aware­
ness-raising, training cam­
paigns and other assistance) 
and adjustments to the struc­
ture of the national depart­
ments responsible for collec­
tion. Supplemented by Com­
munity measures, these initia­
tives received support under 
the Edicom programme, which 
not only made it possible to 
modernise the various phases 
of collection, processing and 
dissemination through the in­
creased use of EDI and new 
technologies, but also formed 
the basis for a series of studies 
and analyses aimed at improv­
ing data quality. All of this has 
enabled progress to be made 
towards harmonising the re­
sults at Union level. 

For the sake of clarity, the 
main measures are presented 
in two groups: 

Methodological analyses 
and studies and telematics in­
frastructure. 

METHODOLOGICAL 
ANALYSES AND STUDIES 

Adjustment of Community 
systems 

Eurostat was obliged to 
make a series of adjustments 
to the various statistical instru­
ments (publications, informa­
tion system, indices, transport, 
etc) directly affected by the 
methodological break which 
emerged between intra- and 
extra-Community statistics. 

Compensating for the lack 
of information 

Analyses of Intrastat data 

have resulted in the develop­
ment of methods which can 
compensate for the lack of in­
formation arising from non-re­
sponse or from the impact of 
thresholds. Recommendations 
were issued and many Mem­
ber States now adjust their data 
at a generally aggregated level. 
These adjustments are trans­
mitted to Eurostat, which incor­
porates them in its data bases 
and publications. 

An overall view of quality 

The quality of results is 
evaluated with reference to his­
torical data and by studying the 
mirror statistics. This study, 
which is currently being con­
ducted at a detailed level of the 
nomenclature, makes it possi­
ble to identify those countries 

Part of the "Intrastat team" at Eurostat. From left to right: Denis Gervalle, Anne 
Berthomieu, David Cristallo, Régine Rugani and Sonia Murphy. 
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where results reveal the grea­
test discrepancies. Initial re­
sults have provided an over­
view of quality at Union level 
which is essential for drawing up 
proposals to improve and correct 
the most worrying situations. 

Study of bilateral flows 

In the same spirit, a group 
of Member States (France, 
Germany, Netherlands, Italy 
and UK) have engaged in ef­
forts to compare and align their 
Intrastat results. Since the na­
tional government departments 
have sole access to data by 
enterprise and are responsible 
for the basic collection, this in-
depth scrutiny of the bilateral 
flows has helped to resolve 
important cases of discrepancy. 

Audit of national systems 

At the end of 1995, teams of 
national and Community ex­
perts visited all Member States, 
using a very detailed question­
naire to conduct interviews and 
make an in-depth analysis of 
the systems used for collecting 
and compiling data. The aim 
was to ensure uniform applica­
tion of the legislation and to 
harmonise checking and ad­
justment procedures, as well as 
to identify weaknesses and 
potential solutions. 

Simplification of the classi­
fication 

A task force, chaired by Bel­
gium, has studied possible 
ways of simplifying the classifi­
cation in the case of Intrastat 
declarations. A majority of 
Member States consider that at 
present it is vital to retain a 
common classification for intra-

and extra-Community statistics, 
with the result that the poten­
tial for simplification is limited. 

In fact, a large number of 
requests to introduce new sub­
divisions in the Combined No­
menclature have been submit­
ted. Since efforts to simplify the 
Combined Nomenclature have 
not come up with any convin­
cing results to date, the trend 
is to increase the number of 
sub-headings. This increase is 
quasi-continuous, and the 
Combined Nomenclature now 
has more than 10,000 sub­
headings, of which several 
thousand have been created 
solely for tariff purposes and, as 
a result, are totally irrelevant to 
intra-Community trade. 

Nevertheless, the regulation 
introducing one threshold per 
transaction (thereby dispensing 
with the classification of small 
dispatches), the complemen­
tary studies on the sub-head­
ings with limited trade and the 
removal of classification codes 
where the indication of the net 
mass is irrelevant are all steps 
towards lightening the burden 
of declaration prior to a more 
extensive revision of the sys­
tem. 

Where limited trade is con­
cerned, the results speak for 
themselves. The value of the 
trade associated with several 
thousand of these sub-head­
ings is very small, with the ag­
gregated amount for the 3,500 
sub-divisions with the least 
trade representing only 1% of 
the total value of dispatches or 
arrivals. Similarly, consideration 
of the 3,000 most important 
sub-headings would give 90% 
coverage of trade. 

Opinion poll 

Two opinion polls on Intrastat 
have been launched, targeting 
both the providers of statistical 
information and the data users. 
In particular, the results should 
allow a greater understanding of 
the burden which Intrastat rep­
resents for enterprises, but 
equally should reveal 'the opin­
ions of enterprises and users as 
to how it functions, as well as 
their expectations for the future. 

Seminar on trade 

It is planned to hold a semi­
nar in March 1996 for all the 
operators involved in statistics 
on the trading of goods. The 
aim will be to evaluate the 
functioning of the current sys­
tem and to consider the adjust­
ments needed in the light of 
foreseeable developments in 
the economic and fiscal envi­
ronment in which goods will be 
traded. 

TELEMATICS 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

These measures, known as 
Edicom, aim to facilitate the 
various phases in the produc­
tion chain, ie compiling the de­
claration, the enterprise-na­
tional government department 
transfer, processing at national 
level, the national government 
department-Eurostat transfer, 
processing within Eurostat and 
finally dissemination. 

Depending on the nature of 
the Edicom measures covering 
these different phases, they 
have been developed either 
directly by the national govern­
ment departments or in a cen­
tralised manner by Eurostat. 

SIGMA Winter 1996 13 




























































































	Table of contents
	Sigma comment Intrastat - the lesson learned
	Sigma theme INTRASTAT
	Intrastat: a mixed record for Eurostat
	Intrastat and new technologies
	A look to the recent past Considerable efforts to improve Intrastat
	Extrastat Towards a global view of trade
	Intrastat needs consolidating
	Va bene, Intrastat!
	Intrastat in the EU textile industry
	Driving Intrastat to benefit from the single market - Peugeot-Citroen
	Views from small businesses in Luxembourg
	Intrastat seminar

	Focus on Member States
	Wind of change at Statistics Sweden
	Statistics are for people
	Trade statistics in the Netherlands 75 years ago
	Statistics Denmark becomes more user-friendly

	Focus on Eurostat
	Latest Eurostat news releases


