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PROGRESS WITH THE NEW SNA QUESTIONNAIRE

Development of the questionnaire

In June 1996 the new “European system of national and regional accounts in the Community” (ESA-95)
has been adopted by the Council of the European Commission.  In contrast with previous versions of 1970
and 1979, the ESA-95 is not only a voluntary agreement between the Member states of the European
Union, it has legal power.

The data which have to be delivered according to the law are defined in annex B of the Council regulation.
On the basis of these data requirements Eurostat has developed the questionnaire ESA-95. It will be
answered by the Member states of the European Union for the first time in April 1999.

The questionnaire consists of a set of 23 detailed tables, containing the main aggregates, data by industry,
financial and non-financial accounts by sector, cross and input-output tables, as well as regional accounts.
One table concerns historic data for the most important indicators going back to 1970.

Concerning the content of the first draft of the questionnaire and with respect to the data transmission
problem two task forces took place, end-1995 and mid-1996. Eurostat also went on several missions to
coordinate bilaterally with the Member States and the two other international organisations involved,
OECD and UN.

Taking into consideration the results of the task forces and the comments from the Member States and
other parties concerned, Eurostat has prepared the second draft of the questionnaire which was transmitted
to all Member States and OECD for comments in January 1997 (see STD/NA/RD(97)11 for the
questionnaire, STD/NA/RD(97)12 for the code list). It is foreseen to discuss the final draft of the
questionnaire during the June 1997 meeting of the Eurostat`s National Accounts working party.

Transmission of the questionnaire tables

The task forces recommended to use the international standard GESMES for transmitting the questionnaire
tables in an electronically way between the Member States, Eurostat and other international bodies.

What is GESMES?

• GESMES is an acronym meaning Generic Statistic Message

• GESMES is not a software system in itself, but an internationally agreed standard for date
transfer based on the EDIFACT system, itself an ISO standard since 1988
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• in 1995 GESMES was accepted as UN/EDIFACT Status 1 message and published in the
UN/95A directory

• EUROSTAT has led the development of the GESMES standard, and is using it to implement
data flows between EUROSTAT and the Member States, and other international organizations

• the EUROSTAT statistical domains of Industrial indicators, Balance of payments, Insurance,
and Business structure already receive certain parts of their data using GESMES

• the open and flexible nature of GESMES means that it can be used for the full range of data
transfer requirements, from simple tabular data to more complex structures with metadata and
administration information

• GESMES is not tied to the format and constraints of one particular application, which may
then change with a version upgrade or with the migration to another application

• users transmitting data from their own databases to outside parties always need to perform
some form of transformation on their data

• GESMES is the method to formalise and standardise this data transformation

• once users transmitting data have implemented GESMES message generation, they are
independent of any changes which may occur to the receiving parties software, and vice versa

• GESMES messages may be transmitted via any electronic data medium, from floppy disks to
e-mail messages.

Eurostat developed a GESMES handbook which explains for some of the questionnaire tables the structure
of the GESMES messages (see STD/NA/RD(97)12). This handbook was sent to the Member States and the
OECD in January 1997 to give them the possibility to develop an opinion about GESMES, and to assess
the amount of work necessary to translate the data from the national data base into GESMES.

With the United Kingdom, Germany and Austria currently GESMES trials are ongoing to test this
Standard for National Accounts purposes. The test’s participants will report to the Eurostat’s June 1997
National Accounts working party which should come to a decision about the use of GESMES for the
transmission of the questionnaire data.

After the decision of the National Accounts working party on the questionnaire’s content and the way of
data transmission, the trials have to be extended to all Member States and international bodies concerned
and to all questionnaire tables. On a bilateral basis Eurostat will provide assistance if this is necessary.

International cooperation

In parallel with the development of the ESA-95 questionnaire, it has been considered how it could be
possible to lower the reporting burden of the national statistical offices.

Given the degree of harmonisation between the SNA-93 and the ESA-95, United Nations, OECD and
Eurostat agreed on an integrated set of questionnaires, covering the data needs of all three organisations.
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Following the achieved agreement, from 1999 onwards, each country will receive only one National
Accounts questionnaire. The Member states of the European Union will only reply to the Eurostat
questionnaire, which is the most detailed one. The Member states of OECD, who are not a member of the
European Union, will receive the OECD questionnaire, which is subset of exactly the same tables of the
Eurostat questionnaire. For the remaining Member states of the United Nations, UNSD developed its own
questionnaire, but all information in this questionnaire can be compiled by using data of the Eurostat or
OECD questionnaire. The data exchange at the international level will be organised by the three
organisations.

All this together gives the hope that in future:

− the quality and comparability of international publications will improve,
− the burden for the national statistical offices will hold in tolerable levels, and
− publications can be presented more timely than at present.


