
Editor ial

Gert G. Wagner,
Research Director 'Social Risk 
Management', asks:

"How we can trust statistics?"
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The Greek government evidently swindled its way into European Monetary
Union by manipulating the country's National Accounts. Specifically, the
budget deficits it reported in 2000 and the successive years were systemati-
cally lower than the true figures. However, few observers will be shocked by
the statistics scandal because most tend to live by the motto 'I only trust the
statistics I've made up myself.' In Germany this quote is generally attributed
to Winston Churchill, though he is not actually the originator at all: in fact,
the words were put in his mouth by the contemptible Nazi Minister of Propa-
ganda, Joseph Goebbels. The sentiment succeeds in living on, however,
because very few statistical authorities are independent of government con-
trol. The Greek scandal is simply more grist to the mill of the sceptics.
The origin of statistical surveys was the desire of non-democratic rulers, such
as kings, for better controlling their realms. Statistics were employed as a
form of Herrschaftswissen (knowledge used for purposes of domination) and
accordingly were often manipulated. Even today, the statistical authorities of
most countries are subordinate to governments and ministries. Greece is not
even a particularly disreputable exception. When Eurostat _ the statistical
agency of the European Union _ now sends its inspectors to Athens, the
experts that go will not actually be independent auditors; rather they will rep-
resent the EU bureaucracy, because Eurostat is by no means as independent
as, for example, Germany's Federal Statistical Office.
However, even the budget of Germany's Federal Statistical Office is part of
the federal interior ministry. This practice impinges on the quality of the sur-
veys, and the more so when the government axes surveys in order to relieve
new entrepreneurs and small businesses of the burden of filling out statistical
registration forms. The result is that, on the latest figures, whole chunks of
the National Accounts are still estimated instead of being based on factual
data compiled by surveys.
In order to reduce distrust in statistics _ a shift that would also increase peo-
ple's willingness to provide information _ and in order to ensure that surveys
are always up to date, the statistical authorities should report directly to the
parliaments, which would pass the budgets for these bodies without interme-
diate bureaucratic procedures. Official statistics _ and Eurostat in particular
_ deserve the same independent status as is enjoyed by the Bundesbank and
the European Central Bank. Then it would become possible to trust unreserv-
edly in official statistics. Winston Churchill himself attested well to the impor-
tance of correct statistical data when he said, "You must look at the facts
because they look at you".
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