
EXCEPTION OF THE CODE OF PRACTICE FOR OFFICIAL STATISTICS
1 
Background Information

Name of Statistical Output (including web link if relevant)
	School Estate Statistics 2009 

(http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/10/08104324/0)



Name of Producer Organisation
	Scottish Government, Education Analytical Services


Name and contact details of person submitting this report, and date of report

	James Boyce
Education Analytical Services

Analytical Services Unit – Schools

Tel: 0131-244-0303                                                                         21st October 2009


2
Circumstances of exception
Relevant Principle/Protocol and Practice
	The substantive issue for which an exception was granted was the decision to provide the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICE) with access to the revised Official Statistics publication to allow them to send out their briefing to MSPs based on the revised statistics, shortly before we were able to publish the statistics ourselves. 
The protocol for which the exception was agreed was Protocol 2, Practice 8 : 
Protocol 2 : Release practices
Statistical reports should be released into the public domain in an orderly manner that promotes public confidence and gives equal access to all, subject to relevant legislation.

Practice 8
Ensure that no indication of the substance of the statistical report is made public, or given to the media or any other party not recorded as eligible for access before publication. Report to the National Statistician immediately any accidental or wrongful release, and investigate the circumstances.



Date of occurrence

	Wednesday 7th October 2009


Nature of exception (including links with previous exceptions, if any)
	The nature of the exception concerns the release of Official Statistics into the public domain in a manner which provided indication of the substance of the statistics prior to publication (i.e. Protocol 2 Practice 8).

· School Estate Statistics 2009, an official statistics publication, was published at 9.30am on Tuesday 29th September 2009;
· On Tuesday 6th October, an error in the publication was confirmed by Scottish Government statisticians – this was a result of a programming error in the publication which resulted in believable but incorrect data being produced;

· Ministers were informed that, in line with normal statistical practices, that a revision would be made as soon as possible on Tuesday 6th October – this advice went to Ministers at 4.12pm on Tuesday and advised that the revision was to be made at 9.30am on Wednesday 7th October 2009.
· A debate on School Buildings was scheduled to take place in the Scottish Parliament at 9.15am on Thursday 8th October. Ahead of this debate, the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) intended to provide a briefing pack to MSPs which would be based upon the School Estate Statistics 2009. SPICe wished to issue the briefing pack to MSPs by 3pm on Wednesday 7th October. 
· It became clear late on Tuesday 6th October, as the revisions were being verified, that there continued to be issues with data from 2 Local Authorities and that each needed to be contacted to ensure the accuracy of the data. The revised dataset was not available until just after 3pm on Wednesday 7th October following confirmation from the Local Authorities concerned that their information was correct. 
· At this point we believed that the earlier programming errors had been corrected and the underlying data set from Local Authorities was accurate. The revised publication was finalised and sent to the Scottish Government’s web contractor. We were aware that this publication process would probably take 1-2 hours to complete. 

· We then took the decision to send SPICe a copy of the revised statistics publication notice to allow their briefing pack for MSPs to be based on the information that would be published later in the day on the Government’s website.  
· Scottish Government Statisticians, through the Chief Statistician, agreed with 
     the UK Stats Authority (through Richard Alldritt, Head of Assessment) that an exception could be made by passing the revised statistics to SPICe ahead of the publication on the Government’s website and that they would in turn make the information available to MSPs. 
· The revised statistics were passed to SPICe at 3.31pm through the School Estates policy team in the Scottish Government.
· The update was published on the Scottish Government website at 6.07pm. The delay was due to technical difficulties at the Scottish Government’s contractor responsible for preparing files for publication.
There have been no previous exceptions in relation to these statistics.



Reasons for exception
	The exception was felt necessary to ensure that the SPICe briefing used by MSPs in support of scheduled Parliamentary business was based on the most up-to-date and accurate information. 
If the exception had not been made, the risk would have been that the Parliamentary debate could have been based on statistics which were incorrect. This risk was assessed to be significant (given the political importance of the school building programme in Scotland). 

The delay between providing the material to SPICe and the update to the Scottish Government website was unavoidable given current publication arrangements.  There was no scope to move the SPICe timescale, nor was there any scope to simultaneously publish the material on the Scottish Government website given current publication arrangements. 
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Reactions and Impact

	The revision to the School Estate Statistics and the timing of their public release on the evening of the debate were the subject of adverse comment from the opposition during the debate. These comments and accusations of political interference were subsequently repeated in the Scottish press. The early release to SPICe has not been publicly commented on to date.

A full transcript of the debate is available at: http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/officialReports/meetingsParliament/or-09/sor1008-02.htm#Col20365
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Corrective Actions Taken (include short-term actions, and long-term changes made to procedures)

	With regard to the specific exception that had to be made to the Code reported here we will work with the Scottish Government’s web team to identify the lessons learnt about the difficulties of rapidly publishing statistics on our website when required.  We will also review our revisions policy and consider the need for separate statements to be issued alongside revisions to published statistical releases. 

We will also take forward a number of improvements to the Quality Assurance processes for these statistics that should result in data and programming errors being captured earlier (which was the underlying problem).
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Any other relevant supporting material (including link to published statements about this exception)
	There is no further supporting material and no published statements about this exception.
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