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The Integrated Correspondence System:

A Web-based Tool for Reporting Data to the IMF 

I.    Introduction
1.      The Statistics Department of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) provides statistical products and services that respond to the analytical and policy needs of the IMF, member countries, and the international community. The Statistics Department’s activities encompass the following: data management and publications; standards for data dissemination; support of surveillance; statistical methodologies; capacity building and training; and, international statistical coordination and cooperation.

2.      The Statistics Department (STA) produces four main statistical publications: International Financial Statistics (IFS), Balance of Payments Statistics Yearbook (BOPSY), Direction of Trade Statistics Yearbook (DOTSY), and Government Finance Statistics Yearbook (GFSY).
 Online versions of the IFS, BOPSY and DOTSY are available at www.imf.org and the online version of the GFSY will be released in September 2008. These products are also available on CD-ROM. An important goal of the statistical publications program is to achieve the widest possible coverage of member countries and to present country data in internationally comparable form. The magnitude and purpose of STA’s data collection exercises necessitate a uniform data collection system, although some bilateral arrangements are in place. 

3.      Until relatively recently, STA issued letters and attached a paper-based report form, sometimes together with an electronic version of the form on a diskette or a CD-ROM, to its various data correspondents. STA’s flagship publication, the IFS, is disseminated monthly. Thus, letters and report forms were printed and sent every month to all countries’ correspondents participating in IFS reporting. 
4.      Back in 2000, STA sponsored a project to introduce a web-based reporting system to replace the paper-based data collection system with a secure electronic means of collecting data from its member countries. The Integrated Correspondence System, or ICS, was designed to improve the time efficiency of the data reporting process while preserving data integrity by avoiding the recoding of information. This paper elaborates on the development and components of the ICS and details its benefits, costs, and future directions.
II.    The Integrated Correspondence System

A.    System Overview

5.      In April 2002, STA officially launched the Integrated Correspondence System (ICS). The ICS is a web-based, data reporting system developed by the IMF Statistics Department for the use of its member countries. The ICS provides a secure, electronic system that uses the Internet and widely available software; it was designed in consultation with some of the IMF’s data reporters to provide a faster, more efficient, and more secure way to report data to STA. The ICS is comprised of four major system components: the ICS website, the ICS processing module, the login module, and the correspondent database. These components are shortly described below. 
6.      The secure ICS Website (https://www-ics.imf.org/ics/Home.aspx) serves many purposes. It is the entry point for correspondents to login to the reporting system and download, upload, or view data. It provides a list of the various report forms available to data reporters and their associated report calendars, documentation on using the ICS, its report forms, and how to resolve issues encountered by correspondents. The website also provides access to assistance—via e-mail, as well as information on the latest ICS developments. 
7.      The ICS processing module is linked to STA’s database—the Economic Data Facility, or EDF—and dynamically generates the report forms requested by the ICS correspondents using the most recent data available from EDF. Data uploaded by correspondents are verified for formatting accuracy and either rejected or further processed to generate a compare file and a transactions file, both stored in STA report-specific folders. In all instances, relevant e-mails are automatically generated and sent to the ICS correspondent and the report-specific mailbox of STA. 

8.      The security component or login module is used to manage access to the ICS application through the use of login credentials.
9.      The correspondent database had to be built specifically for ICS. It is now being used more generally by STA and has allowed STA to perform basic query operations and to consolidate duplicate and disparate contact person databases, improved the quality of correspondents’ information, and permitted more efficient use of it (e.g. in production of mailing labels). 
Figure 1.   Overview of ICS Processes in STA
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B.    ICS Reporting: How Does it work?

Reporting Data

10.      At the moment, the ICS mainly supports excel based report forms.
 ICS correspondents are provided access only to the report forms for which they have been assigned as registered users. Upon login to the secure ICS website, the correspondent would select one or many Excel report forms, download the forms to his/her computer, update the data in the Excel forms, and upload the forms to the ICS. All Excel report forms are password protected. ICS correspondents cannot enter rows (except below the reporting area) or columns in ICS-generated files. If an expanded reporting period is needed, the ICS correspondent must pre-select a wider reporting period in the ICS download criteria prior to downloading the report form. 

The ICS Report Forms

11.      ICS Excel-based report forms are specifically designed to take advantage of the benefits of electronic reporting. There are two types of Excel-based forms that are supported by the ICS; the “run-time” (dynamically-generated) forms that automatically undergo format review and processing when uploaded to the ICS, and the “pass-through” forms. Most of the forms are in the “run-time” type and they provide many benefits. First, the correspondent is provided with a copy of the most recent data available within the IMF Statistics Department for the dataset he/she is downloading. Second, the protected area of the report form cannot be modified, except for providing new or revised data, and only precise symbols may be used to indicate observations that are blank or should be deleted. In addition, the forms provide for the reporting of observation-level attributes, such as break symbols using pre-defined codes. A “notes” field is available at the top of the report form to provide additional textual information. Also, rows can be inserted below the designated area to include additional series. Finally, the secured application portion of the ICS website and some report forms are available in three languages (English, French, and Spanish), facilitating the reporting of data by correspondents.
12.      A version control of the Excel report forms is an integral part of ICS. Two important rules apply to all dynamically-generated ICS report forms: (1) ICS will accept an ICS downloaded file for upload just one time. The ICS will reject any file previously uploaded; (2) An ICS correspondent must always upload the file that was last downloaded for a specific report form. ICS will reject any other version of that file. The main purpose of the version control feature is to ensure that the correspondent is updating the latest available version of the data. Since there could be many ICS correspondents registered for the same report form, this version control is critical to maintain the integrity of the data. In addition to data submission, the system provides data reporters with the ability to view at any time the data (report forms) for which they are registered users.

13.      Within STA, the manipulation of ICS reported data is largely automated. When the completed report form is uploaded by the correspondent to the ICS, it is automatically checked against format requirements and the version number of the last downloaded form and, upon successful verification, a “compare” file and an XML transactions file are saved into the relevant STA folder. The ICS correspondent will receive an e-mail message to confirm that the upload was successful. The data are then validated by STA’s officers by reviewing the “compare” file. It is an Excel-based report that identifies all newly submitted data, as well as revisions, the latter being color-coded based on the magnitude of the revisions. This system allows a rapid review of the data and the identification of possible reporting errors in support of the decision to proceed further with the transactions file—i.e., upload it to the EDF—or resolve reporting issues with the correspondent.

14.      The process preserves the integrity of data and reduces the time needed for processing the information. ICS reporting is a considerable improvement over the previous situation, where paper-form data were re-keyed and thus subject to error. Time efficiency and ease of processing also have improved greatly. For example, the processing of a country’s monetary statistics that formerly required an hour or more of staff time can now be done in five minutes; similarly, a balance of payments report that required three staff hours using the old system can now be done in less than one hour. 

15.      In addition to the “run-time” generated ICS report forms, the system supports “pass through” forms. These forms are either blank or pre-populated templates, with no data comparisons and no upload restrictions applied. All such uploaded forms are accepted by the ICS and saved in relevant folders in STA. These forms are used only in specific instances, such as for newly introduced data collections (e.g., the financial soundness indicators survey) or when the data processing of the report forms takes place outside of STA’s main database. Over time, “pass through” forms are usually converted to run-time forms so that correspondents and STA could take full advantage of ICS functionalities.
The ICS Correspondents
16.      IMF official correspondents are regularly encouraged to nominate individuals from their respective areas of responsibility to serve as ICS correspondents for all of the report forms that are directed to their corresponding agencies. The IMF official correspondent is a person designated by each agency as being responsible for overseeing its data reporting to the IMF Statistics Department for IFS, BOPSY, DOTSY, and/or GFSY. 

17.      The Statistics Department, through periodic letters to official correspondents, promotes the use of the ICS. A data reporter wishing to register for the ICS must complete the online registration form at https://www-ics.imf.org/ics/Register.aspx; the form identifies personal contact information, the topical areas and specific report forms that the registrant wishes to report. Upon receipt of the registration form, the IMF will contact the relevant official correspondent for authorization. After the IMF receives the required authorization, the new registrant receives further information and instructions for login.
The ICS login models
18.      In the early phase of implementation of ICS, correspondents were required to use a RSA SecurID® card
 together with a username and password. SecurID® login is a legacy method for login to the ICS. Long-term plans include the phase out of the SecurID® login method over time as the SecurID® cards expire and replace it with the standard login procedure. Standard ICS login simply requires a username and password for login to the ICS and is now the recommended login method to access the ICS. 
19.      The simplified standard ICS login procedure has been introduced as sufficient security features, including the secure transmission of data through end-to-end encryption, can be provided using a simple username and password. Furthermore, adoption of the ICS has been somewhat complicated by the requirement of using the SecurID® authentication; in addition to the requirement of sending the SecurID® card to new correspondent and getting them familiarized with its utilization, STA was faced with replacing them regularly as they expire—often all at the same time—or when lost by the correspondents. Since the registration process provides sufficient security features and restricts the correspondent’s access to the report forms for which he/she is registered, the IMF has decided to phase out the SecurID® login procedure.

The Technical Requirements

20.      The capacity of IMF member countries to acquire and implement the latest IT innovations varies significantly and this was an important consideration in the development of the ICS. To use the ICS, correspondents need a computer with a connection to the Internet, a web browser, such as Microsoft Internet Explorer v4.0 (or higher), Netscape v4.0 (or higher), or compatible, MS Excel 2000 or higher, and a personal e-mail account. 
C.    ICS Implementation Strategy
21.      The ICS was launched in April 2002 and during its initial year of operation, there was a steady and rapid increase in both the number of countries that adopted the ICS and the number of report forms that were transmitted electronically each month. The number of reported forms went from about 90 four months after the introduction of ICS to about 260 within a year of implementation. During that period, it allowed the IMF to reduce the printing of over 300 report forms.

22.      STA’s marketing plan for the ICS, implemented together with its launch, was one of the key factors behind countries’ adoption of the ICS. The marketing plan included the preparation of educational and promotional material together with making critical information available on a dedicated website (https://www-ics.imf.org/ics/Home.aspx). STA issued letters to all official statistical correspondents explaining the purpose of ICS and asking for participation and followed-up periodically with “non-respondents” e.g., 2nd letter, email, telephone call, etc. Simultaneously, STA issued email messages to all country contacts alerting them to the letter that will be issued to official correspondents. 

23.      STA instituted a policy whereby all STA technical assistance missions were to inform members countries of the ICS, by distributing information packets and conducting in-country demonstrations. The Department held ICS presentations to acquaint all STA staff with the system, and thus able them to discuss and demonstrate it for country authorities. STA also sent information packets and letters to IMF Resident Representatives asking for their assistance in encouraging countries to adopt the ICS for data reporting to the Statistics Department.  
24.      Another key success factor has been the excellent support provided to all ICS correspondents and inquiries, by both STA and IT staff in the Technology and General Services (TGS) Department, the IMF department responsible for IT services. Together, STA and TGS planned for dedicated support to help countries get up and running in the ICS. The IMF keeps receiving a steady stream of emails to its public mailbox, ICSINQUIRY@IMF.ORG and responds to all with minimum delay. 
25.      These concerted efforts resulted in the signing up of many new ICS correspondents and the successful completion of several stalled registrations. The ICS requires some effort from the correspondents to get familiar with its functionality and to request assistance in the instances when they encounter technical difficulties. The department’s policy of including ICS follow-up as a mission task has been very successful and remain a continuing task, as new correspondents often need assistance with stalled registrations. 

III.    Impact on and Benefits for the Statistics Department
26.      The investment of  $950,000 over the period 2001-2005 led to greatly increased efficiencies within the Statistics Department. Because of the greater degree of structure in data reported by member countries, far less time is devoted to addressing data issues and problems as a result of errors in the reporting process. Within STA, tools have been created to streamline the flow of data from the report forms into STA’s master database and work practices have been aligned to enhance the quality of the data flows. Among these tools are the Excel compare files that are used for the pre-validation review by the STA data collection team, the auto-generation of transactions files for import into the STA’s database, and the processing of multiple ICS transactions files in batch mode. The ICS also provide tools for monitoring ICS use and reporting activity of correspondents. 
27.      The introduction of the ICS was one of the factors that lead to the successful integration of all data collection and processing activity into a single division in STA, with a reduced number of staff, compared to the previous practice of having the data collection taking place in topical divisions. 
28.      Based on the results of an ICS users survey conducted in 2005, it appears that a large majority of respondents are satisfied with the functionality of the ICS. The number of ICS correspondents is now close to 200, with about 110 countries regularly submitting on average 560 report forms on a monthly basis. As a result, STA ceased issuing paper copies of report forms in September 2006. 
29.      Notwithstanding these results, the level of adoption of ICS is lower than expected. The main reasons for this are: (i) poor internet connections for some member countries; and (ii) user-friendliness/training issues, specifically for new users. In the 2005 Users Survey, 37 percent of the respondents who were registered users of ICS but did not use it actively reported a lack of knowledge, need for assistance, or a difficult experience—and 22 percent of non-active user respondents continue to send data via paper, fax, or diskette; (iii) issues with SecurID® cards (in STA’s survey, almost two thirds of respondents who were active ICS users had experienced problems with their SecurID® cards in the previous year). The introduction of new security options for the login procedures, which does not require SecurID® cards, should gradually eliminate these latter issues.
30.      The cost of servicing the ICS has been higher than originally expected. Recurring costs in the form of calls on STA staff have turned out to be more frequent than anticipated, in particular related to the administration of the SecurID® cards and users assistance. Training of ICS correspondents is permanent task, as STA regularly contact agencies that are sending data via e-mail, fax, paper mail, or diskette to introduce the ICS and encourage using the system. Correspondents’ turnover also adds to the training workload. A positive outcome of these regular communications with data reporters is that STA is better informed of their issues and concerns and can better address them, leading to improved cooperation with correspondents.
IV.    Next Steps in Electronic Data Reporting
31.      The ICS has benefited from continuous improvements since its introduction, in particular following the results of the 2005 ICS users survey. Among these improvements are e-mail confirmation of IMF receipt of data submission via the ICS, the ability for correspondents to modify contact information on-line, the ability for correspondents to view data and time of report from transactions for the past six months, the on-line registration of new ICS correspondents, and the expansion of ICS report forms to include additional STA data (such as the coordinated portfolio investment survey and the government finance statistics high frequency data).
32.      Future ICS enhancements will take further advantage of its functionalities. For example, STA is examining automatically sending correspondents e-mail reminders requesting data submissions, the timing of which would be based on the advance release calendar (ARC) information provided to STA by countries subscribing to the IMF Special Data Dissemination Standard (SDDS). STA is also working on enhancing the data validation component of the report forms developed for ICS to facilitate the task of correspondents and will provide an ICS module that official correspondents could use to nominate data reporters (correspondents) and modify their profile, if necessary.
33.      The next steps will be to increase the scope of ICS reporting to include SDDS, as well as other metadata, and support the reporting of data using SDMX standards. A pilot project is underway to test the final phase of implementation of reporting ARC information by SDDS country coordinators. Coordinators will have access to the ARC editor via ICS to update and submit ARC information on-line, facilitating the rapid posting of this information on the IMF Data Dissemination Bulletin Board, which contains SDDS metadata. 
34.      In addition to facilitating data reporting through the ICS, STA is actively engaged in helping to advance the development and international acceptance of the Statistical Data and Metadata eXchange (SDMX) standards. The IMF is one of seven international organizations sponsoring the SDMX initiative to establish a set of commonly recognized standards and content-oriented guidelines that will make it possible to access computer-readable data wherever these data may be.
 The IMF actively contributed to the SDMX pilot project implementation, the Joint External Debt Hub (JEDH at http://www.jedh.org/), which was launched in March 2006 and brings together external debt data and selected foreign assets from international creditor, market, and national sources. The JEDH relies on a standard exchange format—SDMX-ML—and a fully automated exchange process between the international organizations sharing these data. 
35.      The IMF is working with other international organizations to develop domain-specific data exchange structures using the SDMX standards, with a view to harmonizing as much as possible the data content, thus facilitating data reporting by the countries. Jointly with Eurostat and the European Central Bank (ECB), the IMF has developed an SDMX data structure definition (DSD)
 for external sector statistics that supports the separate reporting of data for balance of payments, international investment position, international reserve assets, and the IMF coordinated portfolio investment survey. It is expected that more of these DSDs will be developed and agreed by international organizations. 
36.      Ultimately, the data sharing model envisaged by the SDMX will reduce the need for data reporting to international organizations. Currently, the data reporters transmit the data to the collecting agency. Using SDMX standards, data producing agencies will be able to post SDMX data files on a website and inform an SDMX “registry” about the location and content of these files.
 Computers will query the registry, locate, extract, and process the SDMX files, making the latest information available on the database of the users for analysis or re-dissemination. The JEDH pilot project is a proof of concept of this data sharing model.
37.      As a first step towards facilitating the implementation of SDMX standards, the ICS will provide correspondents with a facility to download SDMX data structure definitions and upload data encoded using SDMX standards. The IMF will soon launch an ICS pilot project to support the SDMX exchange of data for the external sector statistics. Correspondents will be able to download the DSD for external sector statistics, which provides information on the concepts and their code lists for properly encoding external sector statistics using SDMX standards. This information will be used by the reporting country to map the concepts of its local database to those of the DSD and generate a data file encoded using SDMX standards. The correspondent will then upload this data file to ICS. The same DSD can also be used for reporting data to the ECB, facilitating the reporting task of the country. 
V.    Summary
38.      The large-scale implementation of the SDMX data sharing model will take time. It will require the development of DSDs to cover the scope of the data requirements of international organizations and the availability of tools that will make it easy for countries to implement the SDMX standards. In the meantime, the ICS offers a secure and less technology-demanding reporting system that has significantly contributed to streamlining the data collection process in STA. The IMF is continuously improving the functionalities of the ICS with a view to facilitating the reporting tasks of its correspondents. It is expected that the ICS will remain a key component of STA’s data collection strategy for the foreseeable future. 
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� Starting in 2008, the GFSY will be available only in electronic format.


� Word files are also accepted for some topical metadata


� The SecurID® card is used to provide two-factor user authentication to the ICS. SecurID® cards are as simple to use as entering a password; the card generates a new random code every 60 seconds and the user must enter this code, along with a secret password, at the ICS log in screen in order to access protected resources.





� Further information on the SDMX initiative is available from � HYPERLINK "http://sdmx.org/index.php" ��http://sdmx.org/index.php�.


� In the SDMX standards, a data structure definition (DSD) is the packaging structure for exchanging statistical data. A DSD defines the valid concepts and their associated code lists that are used to encode the data for a specific statistical domain. 


� For a description of the SDMX registry, please see the Registry Specification of the SDMX Version 2.0 Standards available at � HYPERLINK "http://sdmx.org/index.php?page_id=16#package" ��http://sdmx.org/index.php?page_id=16#package�. 
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