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OECD STATISTICS ONLINE

INTERNATIONAL TRADE STATISTICS ON INTERNET

Introduction

This document provides background information about the context in which the OECD is facilitating the
access to official statistical information through the use of Internet technologies.  It gives an overview of
major strategic orientations and business drivers, which steer investments into modern information
technology at the OECD.

The OECD is a knowledge-based organisation.  People and information are its main assets.  For the
Organisation to develop and protect these assets, not only it is strategic to manage information effectively,
but also to make innovative use of information systems and sound investments in technology, and meet the
challenges of a fast-changing international agenda.

Some of the most important OECD strategic objectives lie in the following business areas:

• Statistical, analytical and policy work
• Information creation, management and dissemination
• Interaction with Member countries and outreach to other target audiences

 Information Systems - Strategic Directions and Actions

 Over the medium-term information technology can significantly contribute to meeting the OECD’s
strategic objectives by focusing on solutions which:

1. Enhance quality and timeliness of statistical, analytical and policy work
2. Improve management of corporate information, with special emphasis on horizontal activities
3. Support the OECD Communications Strategy and the Organisation’s interaction with national

administrations
4. Improve efficiency of Committee work

Analytical, Statistical & Policy Work

The OECD is recognised throughout the world for its reliable and comprehensive analytical and statistical
work, which is central to meeting the Organisation’s business objectives.  This includes the gathering and
harmonisation of international data in a multidisciplinary environment in support of international
comparison and policy making.  The availability of timely, accurate information enables OECD
committees to address a wide range of issues in today’s rapidly-evolving global economic and social
landscape, such as policy reviews, economic forecasting, sectoral studies, etc.  In this framework, the
Annual Foreign Trade Statistics System (AFTS) together with other central STD databases plays a
significant role.
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The co-ordination and promotion of OECD’s statistical activities are carried out in close collaboration with
other international organisations and national statistical offices, which jointly seek to rationalise and
streamline multilateral information gathering, processing and dissemination.  Statistical computing
activities at the OECD encompass the collection of national statistics, their validation and normalisation
(comparability across different standards), the derivation of new internationally-comparable indicators,
economic policy analysis, data modelling, and publishing in both paper and electronic forms.  OECD has
sole responsibility for the collection of international statistical information in certain domains.

The international data communications infrastructure combined with Internet-based information
dissemination technologies will not only help to shorten data collection and publication cycles, but also
address other business priorities such as the management of corporate information flows and outreach
activities.  The implementation of common functions to integrate the collection and initial storage of data
and meta-data will contribute to improved timeliness, elimination of errors and duplication, and reduced
reporting burden on Member countries.  Following the completed migration of statistical databases and
systems to modern computing platforms at the end of 1998, development focus is on improving data
collection, facilitating horizontal work, shortening production cycles of statistical publications, improving
analytical tools available to support policy work, and streamlining related work flows.  A technical
Corporate Data Environment (CDE) is being implemented which integrates common access to key
statistical indicators.  New methods for the collection of statistical data are being developed to
accommodate evolving international reporting standards and take advantage of new transmission media.

Management of Corporate Information

The Organisation creates and requires access to a substantial amount of information.  Approximately
12,000 official documents and 500 publications are issued each year, in addition to the regular
dissemination of statistical databases.

Much progress has been made in introducing common facilities for the authoring, exchange, translation
and dissemination of OECD information.  Common corporate repositories are increasingly being used to
store final information, for internal and external access.  Managing these information bases is a major task
which requires a sound IT infrastructure.

All OECD information is generated, stored, issued and re-used in electronic form.  The widespread
acceptance of the Internet has opened a new dimension for rapid and simple dissemination of and access to
information.

Opportunities exist for increasing efficiency of information production and management, and for
improving the quality and effectiveness of presentation to targeted audiences, both internal and external.
The CDE features mechanisms to easily find selected statistical data and meta data, carry out comparisons,
and compile outputs in  various formats.

OECD Communication Strategy

Under the auspices of the Council Working Group on Information, the Secretariat is developing a policy
for OECD communications.  Information technology can help achieve the aims of more effective and
coherent communications, both within the Organisation and with the outside world, as well as improve the
quality and ease of interaction with Member countries.

This interaction is facilitated through a range of technologies:  from traditional telephone, e-mail, fax, and
online information services (OLIS), to more recent developments such as Internet, OLISnet, committee
discussion groups and videoconferencing.  The OECD Statistics Directorate, as well as other departments
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involved in analytical and statistical information processing make considerable use of modern
communications technology, including committee discussion groups (e.g., the Discussion Forum of the
Task Force on International Trade Statistics).

OECD information is available to Member countries 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  The OECD’s
international communications network provides fast, reliable and secure information exchange and
dialogue between Member countries and the Secretariat through OLISnet services.  One-stop access to a
wide range of OECD online information and services is provided to a privileged audience of almost four
thousand Member country officials in Delegations and approximately four hundred ministries, statistical
offices, central banks, and institutions.  Online information available includes official documents,
publications, statistics, e-mail, and committee discussion groups.  In addition, OLISnet services provide
access to the OECD Internet site and selected information from the OECD Intranet site.

The OECD Internet site itself provides a range of public information about the Organisation’s activities, as
well as committee discussion group facilities for OECD correspondents in academia and research
institutes.

Electronic Data Products play an important role in disseminating OECD information to Member countries,
international organisations, and the private sector.  In collaboration with PAC and Directorates, the IT
Service (ITN) is developing uniform access software to be used with all OECD data products, regardless of
the media used (CD-ROM, on-line, diskette, etc.).  Products with a fixed update frequency will be
complemented with "real-time" data sets kept up-to-date in the internal Corporate Data Environment and
made available selectively to clients via the Internet, as well as OLISnet.  The expansion of the range of
statistical information available on the Internet will bring OECD statistics to the client base in existing as
well as new formats.  Further developments of the Electronic Data Products programme will focus on
providing one stop access, where authorised, to a wide range of online international comparable statistics
through OLISnet and the OECD Internet site.

Development of Statistical Services Based in Internet Technology

In light of the above strategic directions, the OECD has been working on innovative ways to make
statistical data and meta-data available on-line.  First steps where taken in 1996 to offer access to specific
statistical data sets, in particular the OECD Creditor Reporting System (CRS), which is characterised by a
relatively high update frequency.  A system based on standard relational database technology was devised
to offer Intra- and Internet access to dynamically updated data from standard Web browsers.

More recently efforts have concentrated on improving the on-line access to a broader range of statistical
data sources.  New products have been made available on diskettes or CD-ROM, and depending on their
seize also via the Organisation’s Online Information Service (OLIS).  Interactive access to these more
static and sometime very large data sets is now possible using new Internet technologies.  As one of the
most widely used OECD data collections, both within an outside the Organisation, Annual Foreign Trade
Statistics (AFTS) were taken into consideration from the outset of the project.

An important consideration in this context was to ensure that the respective data sets are compiled only
once for use on different media.  This does not only allow reducing the amount of work and time to
market, but also diminish the risk of inconsistency.

Following the full standardisation of OECD Electronic Data Products (EDPs) on a single dissemination
software – Beyond 20/20 – the OECD started to work with the editor of this software on the functional
design of an access mechanism to Beyond 20/20 data files using Internet technology.  This work was
facilitated by using the OECD AFTS data set both, for its complexity and its size.  In the first phase of this
collaboration, efforts concentrated on the definition of functional and ergonomic aspects.  The use of the
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AFTS data allowed also to carry out tests, including some stress tests, and gradually adapt alpha and beta
versions of the new product.  The early involvement in this process permitted OECD to reflect perceived
functional and technical requirements in the new software tool.  The close consideration of requirements of
the AFTS during in the conceptual design helped to ensure that functionality and performance should allow
supporting a very large portion of OECD’s statistical data products.

With the release of the Beyond 20/20 Web Data Server (WDS), the OECD will carry out a pilot test to
validate the adequacy of the new environment for a wider dissemination of official OECD statistics.
Again, the AFTS will be used as a test-bed to ascertain that the WDS will meet user expectations and
perform adequately.  After an initial round of tests with OECD internal users, the system will be opened to
selected external OECD Member country officials around the month of September 1999.  Once successful,
the system will be made available generally.  Officials from Member countries will be able to access free
of charge via OLISnet, whereas private customers will be granted commercial access via the OECD
Internet site.  This pilot test will serve as a basis for the gradual extension of the WDS technology to other
OECD official statistics.


