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INTRODUCTION

The unanimous parliamentary approval of the Decree on Flemish Official Statistics in February 
2016 and the establishment of a Flemish Statistics Authority have created a new and ambi-
tious framework for official statistics policy in Flanders. The Decree sets out the main com-
ponents of a new chapter in the development of a high-quality, independent Flemish official 
statistics system1.

An independent Flemish Statistics Authority headed by the Flemish Chief Statistician plays a 
key role in this new setup. The authority’s main tasks are:
 
• the publication and dissemination of official statistics;
• the coordination of statistics for most Flemish public bodies;
• the harmonisation with the other regional and federal statistical authorities;
• the co-determination of Belgian positions at international statistics forums.

The Decree on Flemish Official Statistics is inspired by and based on a number of internation-
ally accepted principles about official statistics, as expressed in the European Statistics Code 
of Practice (Eurostat)2, the Recommendation of the OECD Council on Good Statistical Practice3 
and the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics of the United Nations4. These principles 
set out certain requirements for the institutional context of official statistics, as well as a 
number of quality expectations. Since Flemish official statistics policy has so far not or only 
partially complied with these international principles, the new model implies a substantial 
change to the development, production and dissemination of Flemish official statistics. 

This Strategy for Flemish official statistics outlines the framework for the future official statis-
tics landscape in Flanders. The strategy is based on international principles on official statis-
tics, as specified in the legislation, and on a large number of discussions with a broad group 
of stakeholders on the current state of official statistics in Flanders. 

The ultimate goal of the coordinated network of official statistics producers is to provide 
sufficient, high-quality, independent and reliable official statistics. This guarantees the trust-
worthiness and reliability of the figures for citizens, families, associations, private companies 
and official bodies, and therefore allows our statistics to underpin key decisions in a demo-
cratic society.

This paper describes a broad strategy for the realisation of this goal, with four guiding prin-
ciples that are complementary to the Decree: 

• official statistics are for everyone;
• we provide more high-quality statistics through better planning;
• we are transparent and work independently;
• we work in an innovative spirit and focus on the future. 

Of course, a strategy still needs to be put into practice. A great deal of work needs to be done 
in order to realise the strategy outlined below. In a second, separate paper, this strategy is 
further specified by establishing a concrete framework of operational objectives. However, 
these objectives cannot be realised without having a clear strategy in place that will serve as 
a guide in the years to come. 
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None of this would be possible without the outstanding work of a substantial number of 
colleagues within the Flemish Government who are engaged in the development, production 
and dissemination of statistics on a daily basis. Without being able to build on their com-
mitment, dedication and high-quality work, we would not be able to start this new chapter.

Roeland Beerten
Chief statistician
Statistics Flanders
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1. WHAT ARE OFFICIAL STATISTICS?

In our current digital society, a flood of data and figures is generated on a daily basis. This 
also happens within government: a good, efficient government should indeed have plenty of 
good quality information at its disposal in order to know in which direction the ship is sailing, 
and whether it is on course.

However, not every figure generated within the government is an official statistic. The con-
cept of an ‘official statistic’, as explained below, implies that statistics are of public utility 
and use. This utility applies primarily to the key figures about Flanders: the statistics that are 
important for the essential democratic debate. When checked against the high standards of 
quality, independence, relevance and respect for privacy, they should pass these benchmarks 
with flying colours. That is why they are explicitly produced and disseminated within the 
scope of the European Statistics Code of Practice, which sets out these standards. From a 
central position within a decentralised system of statistical development, production and 
dissemination, the Flemish Statistics Authority has the task of coordinating, producing and 
disseminating these key figures, in consultation with the departments and agencies, for the 
broadest possible target audience, and to ensure that the official statistics respect the code 
of practice. The concrete delineation of the statistics that are considered to be key figures and 
therefore fall under the code of practice is a complex task which will be further specified in 
consultation with the network of official statistics producers and with statistics users.

Statisticians and analysts within the government also play a supporting role in the processing 
and opening up of other valuable information that does not come under the code of practice, 
but that is all too often locked up within the government. They may help to make this informa-
tion available, interoperable and reusable for the broadest possible audience. They should do 
so in consultation with other coordinating bodies and initiatives within the Flemish govern-
ment, in accordance with the regulations regarding the reuse of official information5 and the 
basic principles of open data, but with the necessary data protection in order to guarantee 
individual privacy6. The ultimate ambition is to provide all publicly available information in 
open formats.

Finally, at the same time, the concept of ‘statistics’ is defined relatively broadly. It is not just 
the task of official statistics producers to produce the bare figures. We also have a duty to 
carry out broader analyses by pooling statistics thematically, distinguishing trends, placing 
figures in a geographical framework, and thus providing a broader context. Providing this 
context is equally a core task of the network of official statistics producers. Statistical basic 
data can be improved through insights from analysis, and the analytical process can be 
improved by better basic data. In this strategy paper ‘statistics’ should therefore be read in 
that broad sense: collecting, describing and analysing relevant data.



4

2. OFFICIAL STATISTICS IN FLANDERS

As mentioned earlier, the new intention of the decree regarding official statistics in Flanders 
can build on a long-standing and wide experience of statistical development, production and 
dissemination within the Flemish Government. The Flemish Government has a decentralised 
system of official statistics: the various entities (departments and agencies) in each policy 
area are responsible for producing statistics that relate to their policy area7. This means the 
capacity for official statistics development, production and dissemination is deployed inde-
pendently, according to the specific needs for analysis and statistics within each policy area8.

The Flemish Government has always had a central entity with the explicit and specific remit 
to carry out research and analyses on behalf of the Flemish Government. Over the past years, 
the Flemish Government Research Centre (‘Studiedienst van de Vlaamse Regering’ - SVR) ful-
filled this role and delivered a number of surveys (such as the survey on Socio-Cultural Shifts), 
several publications, including the Flemish Regional Indicators (‘VRIND’) and some shorter 
analyses (SVR explorations and SVR-st@ts). The Flemish Government Research Centre also 
acted as the central contact point providing information and expertise to both internal and 
external statistics users.

Following the approval of the Decree on Flemish Official statistics and the establishment 
of a Flemish Statistics Authority, the role of a central coordinating entity has become more 
explicit, and the Flemish Government Research Centre was therefore recently transformed 
into the Flemish Statistics Authority. 

This new central entity has the remit, laid down by decree, to organise the broad network 
of decentralised statistical production with a more coherent approach, and to introduce a 
number of new principles on official statistics, in consultation with the Flemish Government 
entities covered by the Decree. This does not mean that the development, production and 
publication of statistics and analyses are centralised within the Flemish Statistics Authority. 
The decentralised character of the system is respected so that the individual policy areas 
remain responsible for developing, producing and disseminating their statistics. However, 
a number of new arrangements will be put in place for the network in order to streamline 
Flemish official statistics development, production and dissemination and to align it with 
Flemish and international legislation and the principles presented in this paper.

The strategy presented in this paper therefore applies to the entire coordinated network 
of statistics producers within the Flemish Government. Within this network the Flemish 
Statistics Authority plays a central, supporting role with a view to realise this strategy, in 
close cooperation with the other entities within the network.
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3. THE ROLE OF OFFICIAL STATISTICS IN DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY

Sufficient high-quality and reliable official statistics are an essential part of every democratic 
society. They underpin many decisions in the public and private sectors, which often have 
major consequences for the daily lives of citizens. They are important for obtaining a better 
understanding of our society, our position in the world and our economy, and for planning 
and evaluating government policy. In a sense, high-quality official statistics are equally impor-
tant as clean water, or a credible currency: without them, a democratic society would not be 
able to function properly9.

In our digital information age, which produces a never-ending flow of data and information, 
and which continuously puts figures into the public debate, it is very important to provide 
clarity about which data can be regarded as trustworthy by everyone. Recent debates about 
the emergence of a strong post-truth culture, in which fake news and alternative facts are 
presented as equal to objective figures, clearly show a looming danger. If everyone produces, 
disseminates and uses invented figures in order to score points, without there being any firm 
benchmark of neutrality and reliability, we’re heading for a slippery slope.

Although the public debate in Flanders couldn’t be characterised as ‘post-truth’, it is never-
theless important to keep in mind that less extreme examples of the sloppy use of figures 
have negative consequences. In spite of the increasing awareness of the importance of good 
statistics to support decisions, there are too many examples of how important decisions are 
not evidence-based, or of how policy actors hide figures or show partiality when explaining 
them in a way that suits them best. In extreme cases, evidence-based policymaking is thus 
reversed into policy-based evidence-making. This is obviously harmful to a well-functioning 
democracy in the longer term. When policy choices are no longer based on what is actually 
going on as represented in credible official statistics, democracy is put at risk. Just like an 
audit function, official statistics play an essential role in reinforcing our democracy by paying 
special attention to transparency, trust, legitimacy and credibilty10. 
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4. THE FOUR STRANDS OF AN OFFICIAL STATISTICS POLICY IN 
  FLANDERS

How can a new official statistics policy in Flanders ensure that our statistics are accepted as 
trustworthy by our democratic society, and are regarded as a steady and reliable benchmark? 
Why are official statistics better than certain other figures? 

In order for the public to trust our statistics, they should first and foremost be trustworthy. 
It is difficult to build this trustworthiness. It is precious and fragile, and can therefore easily 
perish. As official statistics producers within government, our aim should be to earn the 
public’s trust by ensuring the trustworthiness of our numbers. It is the government’s role to 
create an environment to foster this trustworthiness.

As statisticians we should also guarantee the reliability of our statistics: trustworthiness in 
this context implies reliability. We therefore should aspire to produce trustworthy official 
statistics which are at the same time reliable.

The strategy this paper sets out explicitly aims to reinforce and maintain the trustworthiness 
and reliability of our official statistics. The principles presented here are essential to develop, 
produce and disseminate trustworthy and reliable official statistics for Flanders and will be 
used as benchmarks in the further planning and development of the network of official sta-
tistics producers. The strategy is set out along four strands: 

• official statistics are for everyone;
• we provide more relevant, high-quality statistics using a methodical approach;
• we are transparent and work independently;
• we work in an innovative manner and focus on the future. 

Those four strands are discussed in detail in the following sections.
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4.1 Official statistics are for everyone

Official statistics serve society as a whole. That is why we not only take into account 
the government’s needs for statistical information, but also the needs of Flemish soci-
ety at large. Although we are part of the Flemish Government, official statistics should 
be relevant and accessible to the broadest possible range of users: official statistics 
are a public good. Government policy should certainly indicate priorities, but it is not 
exclusively up to the government to determine which statistics should be developed, 
produced and published. 

4.1.1 Official statistics as a public good

Etymologically, the word ‘statistics’ refers to the state11. In the past, statistics were used by 
autocrats as ‘the state’s science’ in order to exert, consolidate and expand their political and 
military power. The concept of a population count (census) has existed for more than two 
thousand years: it was the only way to find out how much manpower was available for an 
army, or how much tax could be collected.

With the arrival of the Enlightenment, a new strategy on power took hold, which crushed the 
autocratic view of the state. Along came a shift in ideas about the goal of ‘the state’s science’. 
Statistics were no longer regarded as a measure of a state’s strength and power, but rather 
as a measure of ‘society’s happiness’.

”an inquiry into the state of a country for the purposes of ascertaining the quantum 
of happiness enjoyed by its inhabitants and the means of its future improvement”.12

With the rise of democratic state systems and, more recently, an stonger consumer perspec-
tive on the relationship between state and citizen, statistics themselves have also become 
more democratic. Figures are not only important for those holding a position of power, but 
for every element of a democratic system. Throughout time, statistics have evolved from a 
tool of government to a public good for society as a whole.13 

Today, the principle of official statistics being a public good is strongly endorsed by the inter-
national community at large. The United Nations state14:

“Official statistics provide an indispensable element in the information system of a 
democratic society, serving the Government, the economy and the public with data 
about the economic, demographic, social and environmental situation. To this end, 
official statistics that meet the test of practical utility are to be compiled and made 
available on an impartial basis by official statistical agencies to honour citizens’ entit-
lement to public information.”

In the United Kingdom, the UK Statistics Authority has been legally tasked to promote and 
safeguard official statistics as a ‘public good’15:

“...the Board is to have the objective of promoting and safeguarding the production 
and publication of official statistics that serve the public good.”
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In the Netherlands, the ‘Centraal Bureau voor Statistiek’ (Statistics Netherlands) has the fol-
lowing mission16:

“The mission of CBS is to publish reliable and coherent statistical information which 
responds to the needs of Dutch society.”

Finally, the ‘Algemene Directie Statistiek’ (Statistics Belgium) of the federal authorities in 
Belgium describes its mission as follows17: 

“To meet the information needs of the government, enterprises and citizens, Statistics 
Belgium offers figures on the current state of the country.
Relevant statistics are a prerequisite to plan efficiently and to initialise goal-oriented 
actions. Students, researchers and all those in search of knowledge need figures and 
statistics. The information covers many topics: climate, population, society, economy, 
finance, agriculture, industry, mobility and transport, services, information society,…”

4.1.2 Official statistics as a helpful and relevant service

A new official statistics policy for Flanders should embrace this need for public participation, 
and should regard official statistics as relevant not only to government policy. Although offi-
cial statistics are produced within government, the production should also take into account 
the needs and aspirations of society at large. Society at large should be able to participate at 
different levels: in decisions about priorities for development (which statistics are necessary?) 
and production (what is the best way to produce statistics?), as well as in dissemination deci-
sions (statistics should be disseminated as widely as possible, and should be oriented towards 
different types of users). This does not mean, of course, that government policy should not 
play any role at all. Statistical priorities should take into account the needs of government 
policy, but priorities should not be established solely by government.



9

The pursuit of the broadest possible participation in all official statistics components ensures 
that our statistics are relevant for all users, both experts and citizens, in their daily lives. 
The relevance of official statistics’ obviously differs according to the target group for which 
they are produced: experts usually need more detailed information compared to the man or 
woman in the street. Citizens generally show little interest in abstract figures. When a public 
debate is substantiated by means of statistics, an official statistics producer should ensure 
that the statistics which are used are relevant for all users, both for the policy and for the cit-
izens’ daily lives. Figures should reflect what goes on in society. As official statistics producers, 
we should be able to explain to all citizens, in straightforward terms, how their direct envi-
ronment, Flanders and the world are doing. Without sufficient attention to the relevance of 
our figures, the trust of citizens in experts and their figures will slowly but surely ebb away18.

The strategy for official statistics that is presented here, sets out a vision of helpfulness and 
relevance for society at large. In our capacity of official statistics producers, we want to pro-
vide helpful, user-friendly products and services that enable a wide range of users to make 
decisions in a well-founded manner, both inside and outside government. The final evaluation 
of the usefulness of a coordinated network of official statistics producers will be based on 
which benefits users derive from our service provision.

This means we will work for a wide range of users. The secondary legislation supporting the 
Decree on Flemish official statistics provides for the establishment of a Council for Flemish 
Official Statistics, which represents statistics users from a number of sectors: the academic 
world, civil society, socio-economic organisations, cities and municipalities, and the govern-
ment. This user council will play an important future role in the practical implementation 
of user engagement, and will develop detailed processes and mechanisms which will ensure 
broad participation. 

4.1.3. Equal access for all

One other principle is derived from the principle of statistics as a public good in a democratic 
society (see 4.1.1): the principle of equal access. This principle relates to the dissemination and 
publication of official statistics: they should be equally accessible to all. This means atten-
tion should be paid to different forms of access: statistical information should be suitable 
to all types of users, regardless of their level of expertise. But it also means that it should 
be possible to publish statistics at the same time for everyone: users inside and outside the 
government should simultaneously receive access to the information. However, although this 
principle is generally accepted, in practice most countries allow a limited form of privileged 
access for government ministers and other officials (also called ‘pre-release access’), on the 
condition this access is granted in a transparent manner. 

This principle of equal access to official statistics is also adhered to at international level, for 
instance in the European Statistics Code of Practice19:

“All users have equal access to statistical releases at the same time. Any privileged 
pre-release access to any outside user is limited, controlled and publicised. In the event 
that leaks occur, pre-release arrangements are revised so as to ensure 
impartiality.”
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4.2 We provide more high-quality statistics through better planning

We ensure that the statistics we produce are of the highest possible quality and cover 
information needs as much as possible. We proactively examine the themes for which 
we need to produce more statistics in order to improve our knowledge of Flanders. 
We will follow international quality standards for the production and dissemination 
of official statistics; currently they are generally followed albeit not explicitly and not 
always. Our ambition is to put quality at the heart of everything we do. That is why we 
will take a more planned approach to the way we produce and disseminate our statis-
tics, which will be communicated transparently and punctually to the outside world. 

4.2.1 We provide more statistics with greater relevance

Given the decentralised organisation of statistical production within the Flemish government, 
we currently lack an approach which takes an overall view of Flemish official statistics. As 
a consequence, it is unclear which gaps exist in the provided information, which statistics 
overlap, and whether the statistics produced are sufficiently relevant for a broad user base. 
One of the main tasks of the Flemish Statistics Authority consists in setting up a coordinated 
system of statistical development, production and publication. Within Flemish government, 
where statistics are developed, produced and disseminated in a decentralised setup, it is 
acknowledged that the different policy areas are best placed to manage their own statistics. 
After all, the expertise on thematic issues is situated within the departments and agencies, 
and statistical production should be able to build on that expertise. However without any 
overview or coordination, it is not possible to develop a coherent approach to a Flemish offi-
cial statistics system. 
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This coordinating task is undoubtedly ambitious given the large number of separate entities 
within Flemish government. Nevertheless we want to move beyond the mere coordination of 
what already exists. The ultimate ambition for Flanders should be to develop a fully-fledged 
Flemish infrastructure for official statistics that can offer a flexible and rapid response to new 
and changing information needs. That is why we should also be able to identify the gaps in 
statistical production, so that we can fill them. More relevant statistics about the real and 
important problems and opportunities in Flanders will substantially help improve future deci-
sion-making, and eventually promote both economic and social progress.

Detecting these gaps requires a more proactive approach and a stronger commitment from 
the official statistics community in current and future social debates. Through wide-ranging 
and continuous consultation, we want to encourage users to formulate the information 
needs regarding future trends and evolutions in Flanders, in order to allow us, official statis-
tics producers, to make this information available. We want to offer proactive and flexible 
services that respond to new developments and topical debates. Moreover, we want to play a 
stronger role in clarifying unclear and incoherent figures in the public debate. 

4.2.2 We pursue international quality standards 

The Decree on Flemish Official statistics sets out clear quality requirements that are based on 
the European Statistics Code of Practice. We also want to increase the quality of our statistics 
by verifying them against internationally recognised standards. Of course, this does not imply 
that the statistics we currently produce are not of high quality. However, by making our sta-
tistical products tie in with the systematic international standards, we have the opportunity 
to systematically build on our strengths, and to improve our weaknesses.

The following five broad quality standards are included in the code of practice:

• Relevance: Our official statistics should meet the needs of a wide range of users. They 
have to measure what is important in our economy and society.

• Accuracy and reliability: It is self-evident that official statistics should be produced in 
accordance with appropriate methodological standards. Scientific standards are strictly 
observed, so that statistics measure what they want to measure, in the best possible way. 

• Timeliness and punctuality: Statistics provide a snapshot in time. Sufficient time should 
be provided for their production, so that they meet the quality requirements. But the gap 
between measurement and publication should be kept to a minimum. It can only comprise 
the time the production process requires; no other considerations should play a role in 
their publication. 

• Coherence and comparability: Official statistics should tell a story about the context: 
they are always a snapshot, but also fit within a temporal and geographical context, which 
should be provided if and when possible.

• Accessibility and clarity: Official statistics should be presented and published in a clear 
form. An unambiguous explanation of what they measure and the limitations of that 
measurement, should be included. They should be accessible to all types of users: from 
experts to ordinary citizens.

Finally, when pursuing these quality standards, one should keep in mind that official statis-
tics are produced on the basis of data relating to citizens, companies, organisations or other 
social actors. Data generation has increased exponentially in our information society, and the 
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transformation of these data into useful information by means of statistical processes, offers 
huge added value. Data is said to be the new currency of our digital society, or in other words: 
data is the new oil. However, precisely because of this increased availability, data also become 
more vulnerable and it becomes easier to breach the privacy of citizens, companies and other 
social actors who trust the government with their data. Official statistics producers should 
guarantee maximum privacy to those providing data. If we fail to do so, we will immediately 
lose trust in what we do, and it will become nearly impossible to obtain good quality data 
from those we rely on to provide us with information.

4.2.3 We use a methodical and efficient approach, with sufficient resources

Improved coordination of official statistics in Flanders requires a better planning for the 
development, production and publication of statistics. Our ambition consists in encouraging 
a more programmatic and strategic approach for the official statistics system. This type of 
approach provides a framework for creating a sustainable system of official statistics in the 
long term, instead of merely responding to current information needs in an ad hoc way, or 
working exclusively with annual programmes. This sustainable approach offers a solid frame-
work to determine which statistics will be necessary - or not - in the long term. In order to 
support this methodical approach, a Flemish Coordination Committee for Official Statistics 
has been created, which should develop and implement a more methodical approach for the 
official statistics system within Flemish government. 

The system of official statistics in Flanders, like in other governments worldwide, is con-
fronted with a difficult financial context. We should therefore efficiently use our limited 
resources and adopt a methodical approach. We should set clear priorities for what is needed, 
but we should also stop producing statistics that are not or hardly needed, in order to release 
funds for the production of new statistics with higher priority.

Finally, within that context, it is also important that we - statistics producers - should not 
refrain from pointing out the value of our work. This means that we have to be able to prove 
the relevance of our statistics to policymakers within government who ultimately decide on 
the resources we work with. We have to be clear about the value and usefulness of official 
statistics for government and for society at large. We should present positive arguments for 
receiving sufficient resources in order to be able to develop and maintain a strong official 
statistics infrastructure.
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4.3 We work independently and in a transparent way 

Some of the main distinctive characteristics of official statistics are their trustworthi-
ness and reliability, and their recognition as such by society. They should not only be 
of high quality, but also be developed, produced and disseminated without any form 
of political interference. We strive for maximum transparency in the development, pro-
duction and dissemination of statistics, with clear arrangements in place between the 
political parts of government and the civil service. 

4.3.1 A wide support base for professional independence

A key condition for earning credibility in our official statistics is the fact that they are pro-
duced in a professionally independent manner. Citizens should be able to have confidence in 
impartial figures that do not result from a political ideology, or from too close a connection 
with the policy that needs to be justified to the public. Moreover, even if there is no actual 
political interference with the production or dissemination of statistics, the perception of 
independence of the official statistics system should be strongly guaranteed. The trustworthi-
ness of our official statistics is of a fragile nature and it can be easily jeopardised as a result 
of negative perceptions.
The principle of professional independence of official statistics is explicitly recognised by 
the international political community. Within the context of official statistics production by 
government, professional independence implies political independence. The mere suspicion of 
any political influence on the development, production or dissemination of official statistics 
is detrimental to the trust in and trustworthiness of the figures.
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The principle of professional independence is included in the Decree on Flemish Official sta-
tistics, and appears as first principle in the European Statistics Code of Practice20:

“Professional independence of statistical authorities from other policy, regulatory or 
administrative departments and bodies, as well as from private sector operators, ensu-
res the credibility of European Statistics.”

In practice, this means that decisions on the development, production and dissemination of 
official statistics should be taken by the coordinated network of official statistics producers 
and not by political or other administrative bodies. This professional independence reveals 
itself in purely professional choices regarding statistical methods, standards and procedures 
that are applied, and regarding the content and the moment of publication of statistical 
information.

For the content of statistical information, this means that the figures themselves should be 
produced by statistical experts in an independent manner. The task of statistical experts 
consists in describing the figures in an impartial way. Providing statistical commentary is 
an integral part of the job, as not everyone has sufficient knowledge of statistics to be able 
to read and interpret the figures. Moreover, the commentary should be descriptive, neutral 
and impartial. A clear distinction should be made between statistical comments formulated 
by statistical experts and political comments on the figures, made by politicians or policy 
experts. Statistical comments are produced independently of political interpretations and 
policy comments, and are clearly separated from them at the time of publication.
Decisions about when and how the figures and their statistical commentary are published 
belong to the exclusive competence of the network of official statistics producers: political 
motives or newsworthiness cannot play any role in determining the moment of publication. 
The only determining principle can be that statistics have to be published as soon as possible 
after their collection, allowing for the necessary quality control.

Guaranteeing the professional independence of official statistics is therefore not just the 
responsibility of statistical experts or analysts. The importance of this independence should 
be recognised and pursued by anyone working within the government’s political and admin-
istrative realms. Only by building and maintaining a wide support base for professional inde-
pendence can the trustworthiness of official statistics be realised and maintained.

4.3.2 Transparency in development, production and publication 

Through better strategic planning and coordination, we want to create a more coherent 
and sustainable system for Flemish official statistics. Together with this more methodical 
approach, we also want to increase transparency at both strategic and operational levels. 
We want to validate our strategic planning with the outside world on a regular basis. At the 
operational level, we have to enhance transparency regarding our development, production 
and dissemination, with the statistics user taking centre stage again.
Our planning should clearly indicate how our statistical programme is developed. Users 
should be given a clear voice in the development process. Priorities have to be verified with 
the outside world, both for the production of new statistics and for the discontinuation of 
existing ones.
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The production of our official statistics should also be transparent: our data sources and our 
analysing and processing methods and techniques should be transparent and open to verifi-
cation with the outside world within the scope of the data privacy requirements. 

Finally, we have to examine how we can better publicise to the outside world when we will 
publish statistics. There is quite some ambiguity at present as to when new statistics will be 
published, which is confusing to users. In the future we want to be clearer about when our 
statistics will be published. We also want to reflect on how we can better communicate our 
publication planning.
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4.4 We work in an innovative manner and focus on the future 

In a society where an increasing amount of data are generated by living our daily lives, 
it is important to stay informed about new technologies and developments in the field 
of new data sources and statistical methodologies. This means we will need to develop 
an innovative mindset and work with external experts, organisations and partnerships 
in order to be a continuously learning network that can be flexible in responding to 
complex user needs.

4.4.1 Innovation 

The data sources that can be used for the production of official statistics have been changing 
in the past decades. Traditionally, official statistics have always strongly relied on censuses 
or surveys among persons or companies to generate data. This classic model of censuses 
and sample surveys is increasingly replaced by strategies in which two other data types play 
a increasingly important role in addition to censuses and surveys: administrative data held 
within government and - more recently - big data. This evolution is sometimes described as 
an evolution from ‘designed data’, in which the statistical expert can autonomously determine 
the data collection, towards ‘organic data’, in which statistical expertise contributes very 
little, and already existing data21 are relied upon. 
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This shift is partly driven by efficiency motives (surveys are expensive), and partly by the 
reduction of the burden for citizens and companies (the participation in surveys demands 
time and effort from respondents). A gradual decrease in response rates to surveys has 
recently also become a driver for change. This decrease poses a potential threat to the qual-
ity of survey data. The new data types offer several advantages: the data are generated as a 
by-product of other than statistical purposes (e.g. registration databases for service delivery 
by the government), and are therefore cheap. They require less or no effort from citizens, and 
are available sooner. However, the new data also have a number of quality issues: administra-
tive data are not always collected for statistical purposes, so do not always match with what 
is needed, and the field of big data is relatively new and raises many questions as to the ways 
in which these data contribute to official statistics.

We have the ambition to increasingly work with other data types and to examine how we can 
best combine them with our surveys in order to maintain the quality and to work more effi-
ciently. Currently, various data sources within the Flemish Government hold a lot of untapped 
potential for the production of official statistics. This potential is not always used because of 
a lack of coordination, knowledge and statistical thinking about government data. 

Finally, we want to become more ambitious in terms of new techniques and methodologies. Over 
the last few decades there has been an proliferation of new techniques and IT processes which 
are often developed under the heading ‘data science’. We want to get better at learning from 
these new developments as well. We want to work with experts, both inside and outside the 
government, in order to valorise the potential of these new techniques, for instance with regard 
to innovative techniques regarding data visualisation, data fusion and small area estimation.

In order to realise all this, we need a clear and well-thought-out strategy to support statistical 
experts and analysts within the Flemish government. In consultation with the other entities 
of the Flemish government, we want to develop a clear strategy for formal and informal 
training which offers statistical experts and analysts within government the opportunity to 
optimally explore and use the new developments. 

4.4.2 Partnerships

An innovative strategy for Flemish official statistics should recognise that the Flemish 
Government will not be able to develop all the knowledge and expertise regarding new 
developments in official statistics in-house. Innovative capacity can also be found with other 
actors who work with data outside the Flemish government, and who will be able to initi-
ate or implement new developments. We want to become an increasingly outward-looking 
organisation, which actively builds partnerships with other actors who are interested in the 
production of high-quality data.

These include, for instance, other official statistics institutions in other countries that carry 
out innovative work in the field of administrative data and big data to be used in official sta-
tistics. Scandinavia and the Netherlands build up extensive experience in the field of adminis-
trative data over the past few decades. Innovation in the field of big data and data science is 
also being pushed by the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, as well as in a number of ini-
tiatives by Eurostat. And within the Interfederal Institute for Statistics, which brings together 
the four statistical authorities within Belgium, there is a lot of expertise we can share. 
Non-governmental organisations in Flanders also have wide experience and expertise in data 
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science. The academic world as well as a number of commercial businesses make efforts to 
better unlock the data potential and to generate figures that may be useful for the produc-
tion of official statistics. Through high-quality partnerships, we want to promote a culture of 
co-creation, within the limits of what is possible in official statistics (for instance with regard 
to privacy legislation).

4.4.3 External review and audit

A stronger external focus implies we should develop an attitude of openness to improvement, 
and embrace innovation. Continuing to do business as usual because it’s what we know best 
is not a good steer in developing high-quality official statistics, and for building trust in them. 
An innovative organisation should never hesitate to ask for feedback, and should be open to 
external review and audit.

Once again, the contribution from statistics users is very important. Users tend to be the 
most critical voices with regard to the availability and quality of official statistics. We should 
have the courage to include these voices in our planning and production process for official 
statistics. Pertinent questions and remarks from users may lead to improvements in our sta-
tistics that are important for everyone.

A more formal example of an external perspective is the five-year cycle of Eurostat Peer 
Reviews, which is carried out by a panel of experts, appointed by Eurostat. These reviews are 
a periodical control of the European member states in order to verify the extent to which 
the European Statistics Code of Practice is being observed by statistical authorities. The last 
peer review for Belgium22 noticed the new interfederalised structure for official statistics in 
Belgium, and indicated that the following round of the peer review (2020) should cover the 
setup of the new statistical authorities within Belgium. 
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5. THE STRATEGY IN A NUTSHELL 

This strategy is a description of how we want to coordinate, produce and disseminate official 
statistics Flanders. In a nutshell, the strategy describes four main principles:

1. Official statistics serve society as a whole. We take into account the government’s needs 
regarding statistical information, but also the needs of Flemish society at large. Although 
we are part of the Government of Flanders, official statistics should be useful and accessi-
ble to the broadest possible range of users, as they are a public good. The government may 
certainly indicate priorities, but it is not exclusively up to the government to determine 
which statistics we will plan, produce and publish. 

2. We ensure that the statistics we produce are of the highest possible quality and cover 
the information needs to a maximum extent. We proactively examine the domains in 
which we need to produce more statistics in order to improve our knowledge of Flanders. 
International quality standards for the production and dissemination of official statistics 
are available. Currently, they are generally met in an implicit manner, but not always. Our 
ambition is to put quality at the heart of everything we do. That is why our approach to 
production and dissemination will be planned more clearly, and will be communicated 
plainly and punctually to the outside world.

3. Some of the main distinctive characteristics of official statistics are their credibility and 
reliability, and their recognition as such by the entire society. They should not only be of 
high quality, but also be produced and disseminated without any form of political inter-
ference. We strive for maximum transparency in the development, production and dissem-
ination of statistics, with clear arrangements between the political and civil service levels. 

4. In a society where an increasing amount of data is generated by our daily doings, it is 
important to stay abreast of new technologies and developments in the field of new data 
sources and statistical methodologies. We will set to work in an innovative manner with 
external experts, organisations and partnerships in order to be a continuously learning 
network that can respond flexibly to the complex user needs.

These principles form the main scope within which we will operate. These main lines are 
obviously insufficient to indicate how we can realise our remit under the decree. The strategy 
should be put into practice. How we will do this is laid down in a second paper, which estab-
lishes a number of concrete objectives that will be specified within the described strategy. 
Just like this strategy paper, the concrete objectives will be verified and discussed with all 
relevant partners inside and outside the government. 

Flemish society is entitled to high-quality, relevant and independent official statistics in order 
to support good decisions. This strategy paper explains what needs to be done in order to 
realise this entitlement. We count on a wide support base for the principles in this strategy 
paper to be able to make better decisions in the future for a strong democratic society. 
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