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ELECTRONIC DISCUSSION GROUP “INTERNATIONAL TRADE STATISTICS”

Introduction

At the meeting held in Brussels on 25-26 February 1998, the Task Force endorsed the WTO proposal to set
up a statistical forum on the Internet, and accepted the OECD offer to host and manage the site.  As a
matter of fact, OECD is increasingly relying on EDGs as a supplement to meetings.  Driven by budgetary
constraints, EDGs have proven their value in keeping the dialogue alive amongst OECD and Member
countries at no meeting costs.

As a first step, WTO was requested to circulate a draft on the content structure of the forum.  This draft
was finalised with OECD and presented at the Task Force meeting held on 8-10 March 1999 in
Washington.

The joint WTO/OECD proposal was well received and Task Force members encouraged to use the forum
on a test basis.

Features

The purpose of the discussion forum is to provide the members of the Task Force on International Trade
Statistics with an electronic facility for exchanging information on merchandise trade statistics.
Participants can use this forum to post questions, or answers, or to exchange information on matters related
to the work of the Task Force, and on any other matter related to merchandise trade data collection,
treatment and dissemination.

Since the OECD developed and hosts the site, the implemented structure results from a joint effort by
WTO/OECD to provide a configuration that would address the users’ needs while taking into account the
technical constrains related to the development of the site.

The EDG, hence, is a forum for the exchange and storage of information in the form of documents or
dialogue, which allows to:

• read and reply to information

• organise documents into categories and topics

• attach files in any format to the information being posted on the EDG

• view information and documents using various filter options

At its simplest, the EDG can be seen as a shared folder of authorised participants around the world, in
which also lengthy documents can be filed.  But its functionality goes far beyond the “passive” nature of a
folder.  As a matter of fact, the moderators have means to monitor and configure usage and dissemination
of information and users have advanced search, view and input functions.
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The welcome screen of the EDG “International Trade Statistics” looks like this:

As can be seen from above, the EDG participant can choose between a number of options:

1. view by Category

2. view by Topic

3. view by Author

4. view by Date

5. Compose a new Document

The different viewing options available allow to quickly accessing and structure information a user is
looking for.

Depending on which view has been selected, the user can choose amongst different options (see the
following 2 screen captures):

• Revert to another main list option

• Within an option (in this case “category”)

• Go back to welcome screen

• Move to previous or next screens
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• Expand or collapse view

• Search for a specific word in the database

The following picture shows the screen where a user has selected the category “Meetings” and then
selected the last Task Force meeting in Washington:

By clicking on “Draft minutes for comments”, the user can read the attached document and directly
respond to it by clicking on  “respond”.  The system will automatically correctly store the answer as a
response to the document in question.
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Conclusion

This technology, widely used at OECD, permits officials from governments and international organisations
to communicate with each other in a structured and transparent way.  Its usefulness depends on whether or
not it is actively used.  If used, it allows a group of geographically dispersed persons with a common
interest in a subject matter to exchange opinions, to make substantive contributions, to prepare for a
meeting and the like.  It also can serve as a common repository of a wealth of documentation, reference
material and analytical papers.  It is hoped that the newly created EDG “International Trade Statistics” will
play such a useful role in the near future.


