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A. Overall 
 
1. Overall the activities of the organizations in statistics and data collection cover 
methodological work, data collection, processing, development of analytical tables, 
dissemination, application of current technology and provision of technical advisory 
services.  These activities support many of the priority areas of the United Nations. In 
particular the activities: 
 
(a) develop and refine internationally accepted concepts, definitions and 
recommendations for national statistical work 
 
(b) reflect special efforts in support of the United Nations priorities such as  
measurement of poverty, indicators for the Millennium Declaration Goals, sustainable 
development, gender mainstreaming, and encourage the revision of data collection 
instruments so as to report on more diversified human settlements categories, including 
slums, refugee camps etc. 
 
(c) provide a wide array of collection, processing and dissemination of basic 
statistical data analytical tables and indicators relevant to policy making at the world and 
regional level 
 
(d) reflect use of current communication and information technology for processing, 
storage and dissemination of data and information (including Web-sites) 
 
(e) promote implementation of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics. 
 
(f) provide advisory services to countries with emphasis on capacity building. 
 
B. Division of labour 
 
2. A broad pragmatic division of labour has developed over the many years that the 
organizations have been active in statistics and data collection.  There are many 
agreements among the organizations on specific aspects of coordination, particularly on 
data collection from countries.  The division of labour includes: 
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(a) the UNSD compiles and publishes general statistical series for all countries and 
areas of the world, sometimes with input from regional or specialized organizations, and 
makes these available to the regional and other organizations. 
 
(b) the regional organizations use the UNSD data and supplement it with more 
detailed data and data on special regional priorities collected from countries and areas of 
each region; the other organizations also have access to the UNSD data and supplement it 
by more detailed collection of data in their subjects of interest. 
 
(c) specialised organisations compile and publish statistics related to their field of 
competence and make these available to the regional and other organisations. 
(d) the UNSD develops concepts, definitions, classifications and recommendations 
for use by all countries, based on inputs from regional and other organizations; the 
regions further elaborate these for particular situations in their regions. 
 
(e) the regional organizations and specialized organizations conduct studies and issue 
reports on statistical issues of particular concern and relevance to their regions and fields 
of competence and carry out work on the current themes/concerns of the organizations 
e.g. poverty, MDGs, specific to the situation of their regions or subregions. 
 
(f) all organizations provide advisory services determined by their fields of 
competence and geographic region. 
 
3. The coordination arrangements described above are extensive and complex.  They 
reflect the fact that the UN system is different from the institutional set up of 
decentralized national statistical systems.  A statistical system that is simultaneously 
decentralized along two lines (subject area and region) as is the case in the UN, is very 
difficult to steer and to coordinate.  Fortunately, the roles of organizations are quite well 
defined and functional in practice; they include the collecting agency carrying out 
database maintenance, production of aggregated data, combination of aggregated data to 
form indicators, and dissemination.  This ensures that dissemination is in the hands of 
statistics experts who know the statistics, who can present them in a technically correct 
manner, and who can respond to user’s technical inquiries about the statistics.  
Preparation of statistical data including estimates for non-reported data, tables of 
aggregates, indicators etc. for publications, is also a final step in the review of statistical 
data in a database and inextricably linked to maintaining the quality, validity and 
consistency of the statistical data collected and processed.  The statistical organization is 
in the best position to ensure the objective dissemination of data to all users 
simultaneously, a basic principal accepted in dissemination of statistics.  The statistical 
organizations in the UN system must be reinforced in terms of being in the best position 
to ensure the objective production and dissemination of data of assured quality, validity 
and consistency. 
 
4. Beyond the basic statistical collection, database maintenance, production of 
aggregates and indicators, and dissemination activities, there is scope for additional value 
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added activities to be done by either a statistical organization or a functional organization.  
These may include production and dissemination of some aggregated data and analytical 
studies based on the basic statistical and aggregated data provided by UNSD and other 
statistical collection agencies.  These kinds of outputs complement very well the basic 
and aggregated tables produced and disseminated by the statistical agencies. 
 
5. Functional organizations can cooperate with statistical organizations by 
promoting the dissemination of their outputs (statistical tables) through publications, CD-
ROMs and mutual links among Web sites, to reach a wider audience; statistical 
organizations can also disseminate the outputs of the functional organizations subject to 
satisfaction of statistical quality concerns. In both cases correct citation of sources is 
essential. The United Nations Statistical Commission concluded that this kind of 
dissemination should not be considered as duplication. 
 
6. In relation to para 2 (a) above, some improvement is to be made in the 
accessibility to data available at the United Nations Statistics Division level, and 
specially the online access; in relation to para 2 (b) above, in the view of ECA, data 
collection activities must be re-established in the programme of work of ECA because it 
gives ECA an opportunity to identify the weaknesses of the national statistical systems 
and their needs for statistical capacity building. 
 
C. A regional point of view (ECLAC) 
  
7. ECLAC generally coincides with the conclusions of the report.  However it would 
like to point out that the specific situation of the Regional Commission working with 
developing countries, both in terms of the work programmes that cover many fields of 
specialization, and their close relationship with the national realities and priorities, put 
them in a situation where perfect and total coordination is neither achievable nor 
desirable. 
 
8. Overall coordination of the statistical system is a necessity, especially when 
considering the imbalance created by a fast increasing demand on statistical organisms, 
while their resources have, on average, be decreasing in real term.  In this sense, IT 
revolution has been a mixed blessing:  it was an incredible step forward in terms of 
productivity and diffusion, but also changed dramatically the demand from users of 
statistics in terms of volume, frequency, coverage and nature of the data.  New fields 
have emerged (e.g., environment, gender), for which there is still an on-going debate on 
indicators, interpretations and methodologies.  These trends make Statistics a very lively 
and dynamic field of work, but in turns, they have drawbacks in terms of the quality of 
the data and their international comparability (a point that is mentioned in paragraph 10 
on the necessity to have systematic quality check for coherence). 
 
9. While coordination is a necessity, it is also a difficult exercise, especially 
considered from the Regional Commissions perspective.  Indeed, they, as ECLAC do, 
must bridge the International, Regional and National perspectives and priorities.  This is 
not always easy, especially when the region includes developing countries that are at a  
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very different level of statistical and institutional capacity and set their priorities 
accordingly. 
 
10. Regional Commissions, at the difference of Specialized Institutions, have to cover 
all subjects.  Thanks to a close relationship with member states and national statistical 
institutes, their work programmes tend to reflect more closely the national and regional 
priorities, rather than the international ones.1   While coordination of regular activities 
with Specialized Institutions is desirable, it may not be always practical due to these 
differences in priorities (and, therefore, resource allocations). 
 
11. For non-regular statistical activities (projects, etc.) and especially on emerging 
subjects such as environment, gender, duplication is difficult to avoid for institutional 
reasons, and is sometime desirable – or even necessary – on methodological ground.  The 
former because these activities answer to the priorities of member states and donor 
countries, and turning them down on the basis of “institutional coordination” means 
loosing scarce resources and being marginalized on important subjects.  The latter 
because on these new emerging fields, usually no internationally accepted methodologies 
and concepts are readily available:  diversity of opinions and experiences – good ones 
and bad ones, even at the cost of some divergence in approaches and concepts – from 
different regions and organizations creates the necessary building blocks, first to define a 
set of best practices, then to agree on a set of international recommendations on 
methodologies. 
 
12. Coordination looks easier to achieve on activities that deal with (a) training, 
workshops, etc. on methodology; (b) software and information diffusion technologies.  If 
is a good institutional practice, however it may not be cost effective:  the costs of moving 
a statistical expert from New York or Geneva to Santiago for a week-long seminar will 
be probably higher than recruiting locally an expert. 
 
13. Finally, coordination is a must for UN specific activities, such as the Millennium 
Goals and the reporting to – and the follow-up of – Specialized Summit.  Here, the UN 
system must speak with one voice and diffuse the same information.  Also, coordination 
on these specific activities is institutionally much easier, as they coincide with the 
priorities of all UN institutions.  Well designed from the beginning, it should be also a 
cost-effective way of operation. 
 
D. Some supplementary proposals 
 
14. Some proposals are made below for new actions of a strategic nature, in order to 
improve the co-ordination with respect to the various statistical activities of the UN 
organisations and moving to a true UN system of official statistics.2 

                                                 
1  Developing countries and regional commissions usually do not have the resources to send 
representative to the international seminars where these priorities are discussed.  As a result, international 
priorities tend to reflect developed countries and multilateral organization priorities. 
2  The proposals and ideas extend beyond the EC-ESA set of organizations and include the statistical 
work of the specialized agencies and some major non-United intergovernmental organizations; the 
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(a) Peer Review 
 
15. The entire system of official statistics of the UN organisations (extending even 
beyond the members of EC-ESC) be analysed and assessed through a peer review by two 
independent statisticians with high reputation.  This review would look at UN statistics as 
a system of official statistics, assess its strengths, weaknesses and effectiveness, and come 
up with a set of recommendations for priority action and decisions.  It would be crucial 
for the experts to visit all UN organizations, including Regional Commissions, to discuss 
with both producers and users in these organizations.  This peer review would be 
expected to go beyond what was achieved by several prior reviews of the international 
statistical system in the early to mid nineties.  Peer reviews have become a very useful 
tool for improving the functioning of national statistical systems in Europe and have 
recently been extended to cover EUROSTAT, the statistical office of the EU. 
 
16. A peer review would lay the ground for strategic actions after the biennium 
2004/2005.  Therefore, it should be finalised by the end of 2004.  Funding would be 
required.  A review limited to ESA organizations would also be useful for the 
coordinated statistical activities of these organizations. 
 
(b) Reference Series 
 
17. An essential characteristic of a national statistical system is to ensure that 
coherent results are released in such a way that it is clear for users what is authoritative.  
In the case of the various UN organisations slightly diverging results may be 
disseminated by different organisations even if the original data collection from member 
countries is coordinated between them, due to different methods of adjustments and other 
reasons.  If the UN system of official statistics wants to provide to users information of 
the same status as those expected from national statistical systems, some changes are 
necessary. 
 
18. We propose that starting with one or two subject areas to be defined, the actor(s) 
of the UN system active in this area should agree on setting up jointly, documented, 
updated, timely and comparable reference series of key statistics.  This reference series 
should be easily and simultaneously accessible to all users in the UN organisations, 
national governments, and to the public.  Experience has already been gained in this area 
in the field of trade statistics. 
 
19. International statistics can only become an authoritative source if their elements 
undergo a systematic quality check for coherence, validity and compliance with 
international standards, with adjustments and qualifications added where necessary, 

                                                                                                                                                 
proposals and ideas have not yet been the subject of consultations with those organizations in the 
Coordinating Committee for Statistical Activities (CCSA).  A meeting is scheduled for September 2003 
where consultation will take place. 
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before being disseminated and used, as is the case for national official statistics.  
Reference series at international level presuppose, therefore, that in the subject area(s) 
selected, there is an agreement between the agencies involved with respect to quality and 
documentation standards and verification processes for their own work, and full 
transparency about the way these standards are implemented. 
 
20. The scope of reference series should be extended to gradually cover other areas of 
official statistics, once its feasibility has been demonstrated in one or two subject areas.  
However, in view of the resources involved, it should remain limited to a number of key 
statistics/indicators within each area, with the most relevant breakdown. 
 
 
(c) Advisory Services and Field Projects – good practices for involving NSOs. 
 
21. Advisory services and field projects undertaken or financed by UN organisations 
within and outside EC-ESA, and directed at generating statistics at national level may be 
carried out or initiated as a part of a policy activity by non-statistical units of these UN 
organisations.  Such activities should include the producers of official statistics in the 
country to contribute to the capacity building of national statistical systems. 
 
22. We propose that the statistical and policy units of the UN organisations jointly 
establish a set of good practices for involving national statistical authorities, including in 
the functional ministries, and in view of their coordination role, notably national 
statistical offices, in various types of advisory services and field work activities related to 
statistics, so as to lay the ground for a successful continuation after the UN involvement 
comes to an end.  Once adopted, these guidelines should be implemented by all relevant 
units of each UN organisation, so as to maximise the capacity building effect for national 
statistical systems.  Systematic association  of national statistical offices, as well as 
sustained capacity building in national statistical systems, including the functional 
ministries, presuppose that such offices/systems are based on the Fundamental Principles 
of Official Statistics.  If this is not the case, the advisory service or field work activity 
should address this issue as well. 
 
23. In view of their basic role in all activities to improve statistical system at national 
and international level and their practical importance, it is important to give to these 
principles a high status of formal recognition within all parts of UN.  These principles 
were adopted first at both statistical and political level by the ECE in 1992, and 
subsequently by the Statistical Commission in 1994.  These principles are clearly linked 
to the wider issue of governance. 
 
E. Analysis of outputs for 2004-2005 and possible joint work 
 
 
24. An analysis of the planned outputs for 2004-2005 in statistics and data collection 
resulted in the following observations and possibilities for working together: 
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(a) Parliamentary documentation 
 
UNSD, ECE & ESCAP (and others) prepare parliamentary documentation for inter-
governmental statistical bodies at the headquarters and regional level.  These deal with 
regional and worldwide issues, including poverty, MDGs and indicators and gender 
mainstreaming.  Some outputs produced in a given region are potentially of value to other 
regions and headquarters and vice-versa. Some rationalization may be possible 
particularly related to documentation on policy and substantive issues of interest to heads 
of national statistical organizations (DESA, ECE), documentation on poverty statistics 
(ESCAP, DESA) and documentation on social and demographic statistics (DESA, ECE). 
 
(b) Expert group meetings (EGMs) 
 
Expert group meetings will be convened on indicators for the MDGs (DESA, ESCAP) 
and on a range of other technical issues.  It may be possible for DESA and ESCAP to 
cooperate on their planned expert groups on MDG indicators.  UNSD can provide input 
into the ESCWA EGMs on statistics of energy and water and intra-regional migration 
statistics and the ECA EGM on organization and management of national statistical 
offices, socio-economic indicators, poverty, and inequality over space and time (the last 
three not apparent in the IMDIS extraction of outputs).  Also the DESA and ECLAC 
EGMs on classifications, technical subgroup on classifications and ISIC might be worked 
on jointly. 
 
(c) Recurrent publications 
 
The recurrent statistical publications provide general and specific statistical data on a 
world-wide and regional basis, maintaining long term statistical series for economic and 
social analysis and dealing with topical issues.  The regional publications usually 
incorporate statistics available from DESA databases, supplemented by additional 
detailed data collected at the regional level.  There is a high degree of cooperation among 
the organizations for these outputs. The planned UNSD Newsletter could be expanded to 
incorporate inputs on statistical activities of all ESA organizations. 
 
 
(d) Non-recurrent publications 
 
It is in this set of outputs that work related to the theme of poverty and for MDG 
indicators are apparent – work by DESA, (poverty) ESCAP (MDG indicators).  Other 
outputs reflect unique priorities and on-going work in the organizations.  DESA could 
possibly provide input into 3 ECLAC outputs (evaluation of the 2000 censuses, 
application of SNA 93, production indices, 2 ESCAP outputs (statistics for the MDG 
indicators, and women and men in Asia and the Pacific, 1 ODCCP output (World Crime 
Report), 1 ECE output (Good practices of the Fundamental Principles of Official 
Statistics) and 2 ECA outputs (the use of Geographical Information Systems for data 
collection and poverty mapping, and study on the organization and management of 
national statistical offices). 
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(e) Other substantive activities 
 
These outputs mainly relate to  
 
(1) Web-site development and maintenance 
(2) data development and maintenance, and  
(3) a selection of technical reports on a range of topics.   
 
Best practices can be exchanged among the organizations on (1) and (2) above to achieve 
efficiencies, including in implementing proper links among Websites and databases.  
DESA could assist ECA, ESCWA and UNCHS.  As an additional activity UNSD could 
assemble “statistical capacity indicators” at the national level.  These could be placed in a 
database and be made available on a UNSD Web site with links to ECE site on statistical 
organization, and links to national statistical organizations Web sites, to give an overview 
of statistical capacity at the national level. 
 
(f) Advisory services and field projects 
 
Organizations should advise each other more fully of their plans to ensure no duplication, 
and provide information to each other as necessary (e.g. DESA to ECLAC for informing 
countries on progress achieved by the main technical groups working under the United 
Nations Statistical Commission and DESA to ECA for building capacity for poverty 
measurement.  ECA would like support for implementation of the 1993 SNA, and 
organization and management of national statistical offices. 
 
(g) Training courses, workshops, seminars etc 
 
Some of these are directed towards themes of poverty, gender and MDG indicators.  
Opportunities exist for organizations to provide resource personnel to other organizations 
for workshops in particular DESA to ESCAP for workshops on poverty statistics…, 
economic and environment statistics and application of information and communication 
technology, and UNCTAD on foreign direct investment statistics.  ECA would like joint 
workshops on socio-economic classifications, 1993 SNA, system of environment 
statistics and trade statistics. 
 
F. Final points 
 
25. In summary; 
 
(a) the activities support new priorities e.g., MDGs 
 
(b) there is scope for input into each others work and  
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(c) this process will have an effect on how the organizations work together, on the 
efficiency of use of resources, and on the content of outputs but will not 
necessarily be seen in the elimination or integration of statistical outputs. 

 


