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ESSNet SDC Meeting 5-6 June 2008
Location: Statistisches Bundesamt Germany (Destatis)
Chair: Anco Hundepool

Attendees: Luisa Franconi, Sarah Giessing, Heinz Stralla, Keith Spicer, Ingegerd Jansson, Michael Carlson, Matthias Templ, Pedro Campos, John Heldal, Georges Zangerlé, Boyka Todorova, Katalin Gajdos, Josep Domingo-Ferrer, Jobst Heitzig, Jörg Drechsler, Stefan Bender, Doina Parvan, Jean-Marc Museux
Administrative issues
· The project has been prefinanced, a 40% advance has been received.
· There will be a final payment (60%) after acceptance of final reports after the second year. Partners are supposed to provide signed, dated and stamped cost statements. Partners are supposed to have a proper record of all the hours spend on the project and should keep proof of all the expenses. Apart from the documents to be send to Eurostat at the end of the project it is always possible that the Eurostat administration will come to you and do an audit. Eventually Eurostat will supply a template for cost statements.
Anco: I will ask you to present a half yearly report on the hours spend to the project and the travel expenses. Template to be prepared.

· An intermediate report is required at the end of 2008.

· Any delays and changes have to be communicated to Eurostat (via Anco) asap.

· It is advisable to make formal sub-contract with the sub-contractors.

· Eurostat project officers are Doina Parvan (on the administrative side) and Jean-Marc Museux (on the methodology side).

Website
Anco has made a first draft for a new website at http://neon.vb.cbs.nl/casc/ .This website contains also the information from CASC and CENEX
There should be a list of “frequently asked questions” on this website. All partners are requested to submit FAQ’s. For presentation on this web-site, perhaps the handbook should be divided by chapters into several pdf files to facilitate downloading. There is a discussion on starting a bulletin board for SDC. There should also be a password protected section of the website which could for instance be used to post contributions to project meetings, etc. 
A standard form for submitting request could be useful.
Testing of -ARGUS/additional facilities for -ARGUS
No test-reports have been produced so far, but Portugal and Slovenia will provide test results as soon as possible. There is a discussion, if a batch version is needed for -ARGUS. It will be tried to link -ARGUS to the R-implementation of micro-aggregation developed by Statistics Austria and the IStat Risk-models.
The record linkage software developed by Rainer Lenz within the CASC project will be included in -ARGUS.

Testing of -ARGUS/ New Input formats
Several issues are raised by the participants. The conclusion is that Anco will correct bugs and make a priority list of extensions, considering the relevance of issues but also the complexity of the corresponding modifications and extensions. Among the issues raised are

· Include the option to flag “waivers” in a microdata or a-priory file,

· There is an error concerning the a-priory file after recoding.

· The SBS-output format is not available when the input is tables; inconsistencies in the B- and C-flag were reported. 

· Facilities are needed to coordinate the suppressions in periodic data. An option to reduce the weights of marginals in Modular needed here.

· rounding 4-way tables has been observed to go wrong,

· the ARGUS manual should offer a chapter on installation,

· a standard request form for Xpress should be on the web-site,

· when a hierarchy is recoded using the recode button, ARGUS should be able to save the recoded structure so that it can be applied again when re-opening the micro-data file.

Note: There is already an option to save a recoding by saving the table in the intermediate .tab format. In that case, a suitable .hrc-file is provided automatically along with the intermediate format output.
· The three different options (as options currently only accessible for expert users) for how the modular method deals with singleton cells should be described in the manual.
· There should be the option that ARGUS completes hierarchical tables when only the lowest level cells are provided in the input.
· Statistics Norway would appreciate special facilities in -ARGUS to handle data sets generated in SAS, Supercross, or SQL environments. Johan will provide an example of a SAS-procedure to export of tables/microdata from SAS. For Supercross, there is already a link to -ARGUS. It should be mentioned in the manual. It is observed that making ARGUS offer an additional output format that supplies the output in .csv format together with a SAS-macro for reading this .csv-file would be a simple extension and should be doable within the ESSNet-project.

· There is a general discussion whether it would not be better to make ARGUS read/write suitable XML-format. The question is then which meta-data standard to use.
· Stefan raised the request for a link to Stata.

· Luisa: Better warnings when a table is infeasible.

· Sarah: inconsistencies in the statuses of trivial levels are not found, reported nor corrected. 

More wishes can be found in the individual test reports.
New facilites for -ARGUS

Several extensions are foreseen for -ARGUS:

· ARGUS can now already handle tables with positive and negative entries using the hypercube method. There should be a similar extension for the Modular method. Cell costs should be based on absolute figures. Each subtable can easily be shifted to become positive by adding a suitable constant to all internal cells and restored to additivity before giving it to the linear optimisation routines for secondary suppression.
· Anco currently works on including Audit routines delivered by University Ilmenau during the CASC project
· A straightforward method for extending the Modular method to sets of linked tables has been suggested. This kind of extension could be achieved even with the very limited resources provided by the ESSNet project. However, it is likely that the extension will be restricted to deal with sets of linked tables only, where the total number of different dimensions does not exceed 3. In practice, this imposes a serious limitation. But some important instances (like the Eurostat SBS tables) could be handled even with that limitation.
Anco will make a priority list of the features that we will include in (-ARGUS during the ESSNet. 
Handbook
The general impression is that the handbook is well written and readable. Nevertheless, several issues for improvement are raised, like
· There should be a common format for all chapters, indicating by “complexity flags”, if a paragraph is rather introductional/technical/linked to the ARGUS software, etc.
· Better links and coordination of the information of the handbook and the manuals.

· Statistics Sweden has developed guidelines, linking specific paragraphs of the handbook to these guidelines. These could eventually be translated to give an example (in the appendix of the handbook) of how to implement contents of the handbook in a national framework.
· The introduction for the chapters on tables should be broader, using e.g. introduction parts of the CBS training course. Tutorial sections might help. Statistics Norway has provided additional material on cell sensitivity.
· The “legal” part is too short. It should include (reference to (?)) the Trewin-UNECE report and/or the introduction of the Ton de Waal book.
· There should be case studies, however not directly included in the handbook, which is quite voluminous already. Better put them on the website.
The group of authors of the handbook will follow up the issues raised so far in a (telephone?) meeting to be held soon.

Alternative Risk Models
Luisa gives a brief progress report. A paper on this topic has been drafted for the SDP 2008 conference in Istanbul.

Synthetic Data
Stefan reports on the research carried out at IAB on generating synthetic data based on multiple imputation methods. First results are promising. The IAB testing involved the IVE-software package for multiple imputation which is freely available.

Josep also has information on synthetic data. The American authors Muralidhar and Sarathy propose alternative methods for synthetic data generation. But these are perhaps proprietary.

A joint conclusion is needed before deciding on a possible inclusion in (-ARGUS.
Synthetic data could be used to perform the first analysis while the final analysis can be done in the RDC or via Remote Access. It will lower the burden of the RDC/RA.

Output checking
The guidelines group has already held a meeting and developed a draft for a questionnaire. After some revision this questionnaire will be sent to the member state NSI’s within a month. Remarks are still very welcome.
Jobst Heitzig presents the concept for a software that can be used to reduce the effort for the output checking. The concept is based on the idea that safe results for the most important uni- and bivariate analysis methods can be generated automatically by replacing exact output results by e.g. suitable small intervals.
Sustainability of ARGUS
There is a discussion on a proposition to create command line versions of ARGUS in R as a testing environment. Within this environment, extensions and new methodology could be tested by experts. There should be a board of experts deciding if a new methodology/software component is accepted for the standard version. However for practical production in the NSIs and other users a standard version must still maintain the user-friendly graphical user interface.
Currently ARGUS is based on commercial compiler implementations. This may impose a problem when making parts of the software accessible under R. Also the commercial LP-solvers are then a problem.
A first step could be making some of the source codes of ARGUS accessible after an update.

Action list
ALL:
· Make sure that you keep a proper record of the time spend to the project

· Send remarks on the guidelines questionnaire to jmol@cbs.nl and ahnl@cbs.nl. Deadline mid July.
· Send possible FAQ’s to Anco

Stefan, Jobst, Pedro: send me a copy of your presentation for the restricted website

· Boyka:

· Check whether it is possible to organise the course in Sofia
· Send Anco the draft contract 

· Send written notes of the testing 

Michel, Ingererd:
· Prepare a section for the handbook concerning the ideas on frequency tables
· Send remarks on the testing of ARGUS in your infrastructure by September.
· Send translated guidelines for inclusion in the handbook
Johan:
· Send me your examples of exporting and importing tables and microdata from SAS
Pedro:
· Check whether the installation problems also occur when using the alternative installation procedure.
Stefan, Josep, Luisa:
· Prepare a joint vision on synthetic data. Which method is reasonable, which software to be included in (-ARGUS.
Sarah:
· Send the Rec. linkage software to Anco

Anco:
· Organise a tele-conference on the handbook

· Make a priority list for the ARGUS updates

· Make restricted site on the web for the project.
