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Item 9 of the provisional agenda

ENVIRONMENT STATISTICS

Report by UNSD on the evaluation of the national responses
to its data collection questionnaire.

Background

1. The United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) in collaboration with the Inter-
governmental Working Group (IGWG) on the Advancement of Environment Statistics
developed a list of approximately 50 environmental indicators in 1995. The Statistical
Commission at its twenty-eighth session (New York, 27 February - 3 March 1995) approved
the list for international compilation by UNSD from national statistical services, other
international organizations and specialized agencies.

2. Subsequently, UNSD developed a Questionnaire on Environmental Indicators using
the OECD Questionnaire as a model.  This initial choice was made in large part to ensure
comparability between data compiled by UNSD from non-OECD countries and those
compiled by OECD from its member states.  The UNSD Questionnaire is shorter and less
complex than that of OECD keeping in mind the needs and capabilities of developing
countries and countries in transition.  There is a data sharing agreement in place between
UNSD and OECD and similar ones are envisaged with other organizations to minimize
duplication.

3. The UNSD Questionnaire includes 15 indicators from the original list of 50.  The 15
indicators were those not compiled by other international organizations and specialized
agencies. The Questionnaire was tested in 9 IGWG countries, and based on the experience
gained, was modified according to the results of this pilot exercise.

General results

4. UNSD initiated its first international compilation of environmental indicators from
non-OECD countries in early 1999.  A total of 170 questionnaires was sent by mail to the
national statistical offices of all non-OECD countries and areas followed-up by reminder
letters.  In all, 49 countries (29%) returned at least partially completed questionnaires.  The
response rate was highest for the European and Asian countries.  Of the 121 countries that did
not return the Questionnaire, 23 replied explaining why it was not possible to comply, while
the remaining 98 countries (58%) did not respond at all.

5. In terms of the degree of completedness the returned questionnaires were well below
50 %. There were significant variations between subject matter areas, e.g., completion was
about 40% for the water indicators with most data available for water resources, water
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abstraction, water supply and waste water treatment. The overall completeness of the tables
relating to land and soil was about 40 %, with significant variations between the three land-
related indicators.  The average completeness of the tables relating to air quality indicators
was about 50 %.

6. The most frequent problems appeared to be the lack of data at lower levels of
aggregation, incompatible units of measurement, and the absence of specification of analytical
methods, resulting in incomparable and sometimes questionable data.  Without appropriate
reference data, quality control and the evaluation of data quality was very difficult.

General problems

7. UNSD organized an Expert Group Meeting on Environment Statistics in New York
from 27 September to 1 October 1999 to discuss methodological issues and data collection in
the field of environment statistics.  With regard to the UNSD Questionnaire exercise the
Meeting concluded the following reasons for the poor response rate:

(a) lack of established environment statistics programmes.
(b) lack of basic environmental data at the national statistical offices.
(c) some environmental data are compiled by other institutions, such as

environmental protection agencies monitoring stations without the statistical
offices’ awareness of them or access to them.

(d) lack of coordination between the institutions involved in environmental data
production.

(e) politically sensitive environmental indicators are not being reported.
(f) relevant variables and indicators are often not compiled for lack of financial

and human resources.
(g) time series are often not available and ad-hoc studies are seldom followed up.
(h) use of differing concepts, definitions and classifications.

8. Some of the above-mentioned problems were also documented in the report of the
Secretary-General entitled ’A Critical Review of the Development of Indicators in the
Context of Conference Follow-Up’ (E/1999/11).

Conclusions

9. Considering the number of responding countries, the level of completeness of the
questionnaires returned, together with uncertainties of data quality, the questionnaire exercise
yielded disappointing results. This conclusion, however, should be tempered by the
knowledge that this was the first global effort by UNSD to compile environment statistics
from developing countries and countries in transition.

10. It is clear that the next steps are to attempt to validate the problems enumerated in
paragraph 7 above.  Once this is accomplished the restructuring of the Questionnaire may be
considered.


