Task 2 Making SDC-tools better usable by NSIs
Sub-task 2.a Widening the scope of input and output data formats (and general comments on use in an NSI)

A –  Some comments on τ-Argus .
by Luigi Virgili  - Istat

1) Care should be placed in providing users with more information when Argus runs into problems. The error messages as they are currently don’t help to identify mistake. In particular:

a) error messages “table is not additive”(due to errors in total or subtotal) don’t indicate which sums/subtotals are incorrect or missing. This is an essential information to understand where is the problem. Otherwise the user has to check every single total and subtotal;
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b) error messages "frozen cells" don’t indicate, except for the hypercube method, which is the set of cells generating the errors. Again this is an essential information which is missing. In all cases the error messages should provide one list for each "frozen cells" error, rather then a unique list containing all the cells generating all errors. It is also important that such list is coherent with the order that the selected protection method follows to apply the protection inside the table;
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c) error messages "infeasible" are too general. Would it be possible to add explanation on which problem caused the infeasibility? (As an example, due to 

-“frozen” cells;

- too many protected cells;

- system can’t find solution, etc.);
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2) a log-file would always be extremely helpful to understand all types of  errors, including those of  “table is not additive”,  "frozen cells" and “infeasible”;
3) in the standard version, Tau-Argus doesn’t consider the existence of different types of singleton. This is possible only when a special hidden button is checked. We have a strong need to further test the hidden bottom and to add a complete description of different types of singleton;
4) Modular in particular setting provides an incorrect solution giving no error message. If in the table there are too many constrained/protected cells the Modular and the other protection methods could provide incorrect solutions. In these situations, hypercube, marginal, optimal methods run out “infeasible” like error messages. Instead the Modular provides an incorrect solution without alerting  the users. Before finding the solution to this problem we strongly advice to alert users od such possibility.
5) no Argus methods find a solution when the input-table has all the internal cells constrained  (Protected or Unsafe), and it is possible to suppress only the marginal cells (example sent to Peter Paul 02/2008); we ask to further investigate this problem as it is a frequent instance.
6) using the history file there is the opportunity to assign a “suppression weights (costs)” to each cell, but there is no option  “weight = zero”. This option could be useful when in the table there are categories of classifying variables that don’t have to be published (i.e. residual variable of main countries); In the manual it is not explained how this weights  operates (what priority is assigned? Cost variable or history cost?)
7) More information is needed  in the errors stemming from the application of the History file. Currently they don’t indicate the kind of error (but visualise each  wrong-line);
8) Currently, when the input is a table, it’s necessary to provide Argus with the table with all subtotals. Now it’s necessary to build all hierarchical total/subtotal; it would be useful if by providing the values for  the most detailed classifying variables and the hrc file Argus could compiute all subtotals  . This option could be useful  if users have only a input table (and not  microdata) and if the safety rule is the “minimum frequency”;
9) Marginal and Optimal methods, available only selecting the “hidden bottom”, could provide wrong solutions. Following Peter Paul advices these methods aren’t tested and shouldn’t be used; we believe these methods are very useful with and adequate documentation.
10) to help users and  to avoid the production of unsafe tables, a complete documentation it’s necerrary  in the manual on:
·  alert users that using the history file, the modular method may provide wrong answer; give indications on why this happens; give percentage of protected cells that may cause problems or indications on when it shouldn’t be used;

·  how modular method decompose hierarchical tables in (a series of) non hierarchical tables; this especially when modular runs out an incorrect solution, (possibly with examples);
· which method is better (more efficient) for each type of problem;

11) in case of infeasibility, is there a way to escape backtracking? For each primary suppression it would be useful if Argus could provide the information on all the cells that it tried to suppress without success. 
12) Argus gives the opportunity to set different parameters like “min frequency range”, “manual safety range”, etc.; it would be useful, for each suppression, to have the corresponding <<safety range>> (“a posteriori”).
B –  Further comments on τ-Argus .

by Alessandra Capobianchi  - Istat

1) During the setting up of a table, if the explanatory variable is a hierarchical variable featured with the option “<HIERLEVELS> “, then all the hierarchical levels have to be present in the input file. even if they are fictitious.
In fact when intermediate levels are not presented, the table is correctly read but when secondary suppressions are applied we have the followings error messages:

(modular approach)
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(Hypercube approach)
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started Tue May 20 13:23:27 2008

Start with construction of the temp-file for
table : EINGABE UM Tue May 20 13:23:27 2008

Read control-file for table : EINGAEE
at Tue May 20 13:23:27 2008

temp-file assigned at Tue May 20 13:23:27
2008
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In both case the error messages do not explain the problem and what is the possible solution to adapt.  We ask to add more explanations on the manual as this case is frequent in real cases.

2) When the input data are tabular data, Tau-Argus does not allow to recode the explanatory variable (recode button is not active). This feature is not implemented in Argus; it would be useful to have it; if there are problems it would be nice to have an explanation in the manual why it is not possible.
3) In the “change status” box the “All Non StructEmpty” is displayed but how to do this is not present in the manual.
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4) It’is not possibil to build the “History” file directly from the software Tau. It means that the customer have to use different software and this involve a lot of time and effort.  It would be extremely important to have it built automatically by the software.
5) The “modular” approach considers three different types of “singleton”.

In the manual (pag 16/17)  there are only the following cases:

- only two singletons in a row 
- one singleton and one primary unsafe cell in a row. 

Actually the modular method takes into account also the case called “min. frequency”:  

“if you have a 1,70 dom rule and a min freq = 5 you could have the situation that two cells with freq two are unsafe, but could protect each other. But then you violate the min.freq rule for the combined
cell.” (personal communication by Anco)
These three cases are considered from the Hypercube method too (there is a limitation on the minimum frequency rule that have to be equal to 2, - personal communication by Sarah).
The above described types of singletons are automatically protected by both methods (Modular and Hypercube).
We think that it should  be left to the user the possibility to choose which type of singleton to consider in the process.
Also the few lines in the manual are totally not sufficient to explain correctly the singleton problems and how to manage it in the protection phases. Additions are necessary.
It should be useful to describe such singleton problem with some examples.

6) The Handbook (page 150) shows how to process linked tables. Anyway the explanation is too general and should be improved with more real examples.
7) Providing examples on the use of weights to protect the same table year after year it would be really useful as it is the typical problem for an NSI. 
C –  Absolute necessity 

It is FOUNDAMENTAL to detail precisely the changes (even if small) implemented in the software from one version to the next, other wise the user does not know whether an error has been correct etc. 
