
1 

 

Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities    SA/2012/7/Add.1 
Twentieth Session                 13 September 2012 
Frankfurt, 17-19 September 2012 
Items for discussion and decision: Item 3 of the provisional agenda 
================================================================= 

Notes on revamping CCSA 
Prepared by Shyam Upadhyaya (UNIDO) and Susan Teltscher (ITU) 

I. Context and motivation 

1. On 17 November 2011, UNSD distributed a draft document on "Coordination of 
statistical development activities in the United Nations System", which proposed a number 
of important measures and asked the UN Statistical Commission to express its views on the 
coordination of statistical activities within the UN system and form the Friends of the Chair 
Group to further consider the issue of coordination of statistical activities within the UN 
system. The immediate response to this draft document from most of the UN entities was 
mixed with concerns about the role of CCSA in this process. One of the objectives of CCSA, 
as set out in 20031 is - to provide coordinated preparations for the treatment of statistical issues in 
intergovernmental meetings, including the Statistical Commission, and coordinated follow-up of 
decisions of the intergovernmental bodies, thus providing a responsive focus for addressing the needs 
of Member States. Therefore, several CCSA member agencies held informal consultations 
during the 43rd session of the Statistical Commission (February 2012) on how to engage 
CCSA in such an important task as the coordination of the international statistical system.  
 
2. Earlier, in September 2011, at the 18th session of CCSA, members expressed concerns 
about the falling rate of participation in CCSA meetings of the heads of major international 
agencies. The report of the session states, “…the Committee took note that a high 
participation rate in CCSA sessions of heads of statistical departments of key member 
agencies needs to be re-established and requested the co-chairs to take appropriate 
measures.”2  
 
3. Is the relevance of CCSA diminishing? Amid such concerns, the number of its 
member agencies has increased in the last 10 years since the establishment of CCSA in 2002.  
Today, it comprises 39 members, compared to 22 in 2002, and includes international, 
supranational and regional institutions engaged in the production of international statistics. 
CCSA has grown up as an influential body with a great potential for the worldwide 
development of statistics. However, potentials have come with challenges.  
 

                                                            
1 Statistical Commission: Thirty-fourth session; Document E/CN.3/2003/25. Annex IV, Notes 1.b 
 
2 CCSA- SA/2011/25: Report of the 18th Session of the Committee for the Coordination of Statistical 
Activities Para (k) 41. 
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4. The tenth anniversary is a significant moment to review the work of CCSA and set 
the new agenda. At the 19th session of CCSA in New York, co-chairs provided a review and 
outlined the way for improvement in functions of CCSA. These notes are prepared as an 
input to continue the discussion in the 20th session of CCSA in Frankfurt. 
 
II. Comparing CCSA terms of reference with recent CCSA activities 
 
5. In 2008, CCSA revised its terms of reference (TOR), with a view to strengthening the 
Committee and adapting the TOR, based on the 6 years of working experience since its 
inception in 2002. In the context of discussing the future agenda of CCSA, it is worthwhile to 
briefly recall CCSA’s key activities and functions as defined in the 2008 TOR, and reflect on 
the extent to which they are currently being addressed by CCSA. 
 

• Efficient functioning of the statistical system: While this is at the heart of CCSA, much of 
the coordination of statistical activities as they relate to CCSA members does not 
necessarily take place in CCSA but in other forums (e.g. inter-agency statistical 
expert groups, see below) or through ad hoc bi-/multi-lateral meetings among 
member agencies. Should there be more exchange of information on statistical 
activities carried out by members? 

 
• Common standards and platforms: The promotion of the development, adoption and 

use of common statistical standards has not been very frequently on the agenda of 
recent CCSA meetings, with the exception of SDMX. The dissemination of standards 
has been on the agenda, however, and the development of a Global Inventory of 
Statistical Standards has been a very useful output of CCSA. Should there be more 
discussion on the development of standards? 

 
• Development of methodologies: Similar to the previous two items, the coordination of 

work on methodologies and internationally agreed standards takes place mostly 
outside CCSA, for example in inter-agency statistical expert groups. Indeed, there is 
a parallel process of coordination on statistical work that takes place in other forums 
and expert groups. Should there be more horizontal interaction between those 
groups and CCSA? 

 
• Inter-institutional support: CCSA provides an excellent forum for its members to share 

experiences and best practices and to address challenges related to international 
statistical activities. Recent agenda topics such as those related to human resources, 
quality assurance frameworks and non-official data sources are good examples.  

 
• Outreach: Coordination of the design and delivery of capacity building activities 

could be improved. While capacity building has been on the agenda of CCSA since 
2008, the recent focus has been on funding. Should there be more discussion on the 
coordination of technical assistance activities? 
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• Advocacy for statistics. CCSA has worked well in this regard, for example when 

organizing events related to World Statistics Day 2010. More needs to be done when 
it comes to increasing the visibility of CCSA itself, both vis-a-vis countries (e.g. 
through the UNSC) and the UN system (e.g. through the UN CEB) (see below). 

 
6. This is a selection of main CCSA agenda topics since 2008 and their links to the key 
activities included in the terms of reference:  
 

• Governance of the global statistical system (efficient functioning) 
• Data sharing (efficient functioning) 
• Population estimates (development of methodologies) 
• SNA 2008 (development of methodologies) 
• SDMX (common standards and platforms) 
• Global Inventory (common standards and platforms – dissemination) 
• Data quality (inter-institutional support) 
• Network of statistician (inter-institutional support) 
• Human capital and resources management (inter-institutional support) 
• Use of different data sources (inter-institutional support) 
• Dissemination (inter-institutional support) 
• Capacity building (outreach, but discussion was at high-level) 

 
7. The brief synopsis of CCSA topics dealt with recently shows that the majority fall 
broadly into the TOR key activity “inter-institutional support”, especially during the last 
two years. More could be done in CCSA to coordinate members’ statistical activities. 
Perhaps a reorientation of topics needs to be considered, including topics that are of more 
direct relevance to the regular work of its members. Suggestions are provided in the 
following sections. 
 
III. CCSA membership - the sectoral perspective  
 
8. Since its inception in 2002, CCSA membership has been growing and today CCSA 
counts 39 member organizations. CCSA membership is very diverse which poses challenges 
to the functioning of CCSA and the selection of working priorities and agenda topics. 
Members include global and regional organizations with varying degrees of statistical 
activities, as well as specialized and non-specialized organizations working on sectoral and 
cross-sectoral statistics, respectively. The following illustrates the diverse membership and 
provides food for thought from the perspective of specialized agencies working on sectoral 
statistics.  
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CCSA members in terms of size of statistical departments 
 
9. CCSA members vary considerably when it comes to the size of their statistical 
departments, with some members having more than 100 full time staff and others less than 
10. Generally, members can be divided into three main groups (chart 1):  
 

• Large statistical departments (more than 100 staff) (25%) 
• Medium statistical departments (20-100 staff) (37%) 
• Small statistical departments (less than 20 staff) (37%) 

 
Chart 1: CCSA membership by size (number of staff of statistical service)3  
 

  
 
 
10. The above analysis shows that most members fall into the medium and small 
categories. This could be relevant when it comes to the choice of topics. Smaller offices have 
fewer resources to spare for activities considered “additional” rather than “essential”. At the 
same time, cooperation and coordination becomes even more important for small and 
medium members, in order to take advantage of synergies and pooling of resources.  
 
CCSA members in terms of core functions and (geographic) scope of member countries  
 
11. Another approach to classify CCSA members is according to core functions 
(specialized or non-specialized agencies working on sectoral or non-sectoral statistics) and 
the scope of their membership (global, regional or otherwise limited). Each group will have 
different interests and priorities when it comes to statistical coordination. 
 
CCSA members can be grouped broadly into the following three groups (chart 2): 
 

• Global members working on cross-sectoral statistics (4 members: UNSD, World 
Bank, UNDP, PARIS21) 

                                                            

3 Includes 32 CCSA members for which information on the number of staff is available on CCSA website. 
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• Global members working on sectoral statistics (20 members; e.g. WTO, FAO, 
UNIDO, ITU) 

• Regional members (or with limited membership) working on cross-sectoral statistics 
(15 members; e.g. UN Regional Commissions, OECD, Eurostat)4  

 
Chart 2: CCSA membership by function and scope 
 

  
 
12. The nature of, and demand for, coordination therefore differs among members. 
While the four global, cross-sectoral members have an interest in cooperating with all other 
members irrespective of the subject matter,  global sectoral members have primarily an 
interest in coordinating sectoral statistical activities, and regional members have an interest 
in coordinating activities related to their membership scope (geographic or otherwise) but 
across all sectors of statistics. 
 
13. The numbers show that the majority of CCSA members (54%) are specialized 
agencies focusing on specific sectors of statistics, and that they account for 84% of CCSA 
members that have a global membership base. In other words, specialized agencies make up 
a dominant group among members of CCSA, which should be taken into consideration 
when discussing the relevance and future agenda of the CCSA. For example, for most of 
those agencies, the coordination of statistical activities in their respective sectors will take a 
priority.  
 
14. In some cases, certain coordination activities may already take place outside CCSA. 
As mentioned before, there are a number of inter-agency expert groups focusing on the 
development of standards and methodologies in sectoral statistics (e.g. on agriculture, 
economic and financial statistics, even on ICT statistics in case of the Partnership on 
Measuring ICT for Development). 
 

                                                            
4 One exception is ECB, a regional member working on sector‐specific statistics. 
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15. In addition to these sectoral inter-agency groups, there are also cross-sectoral groups 
which meet regularly to discuss and coordinate statistical activities among UN agencies (e.g. 
MDGs, gender, youth).  
 
16. If much of the coordination on sectoral topics takes place outside CCSA, however, 
the relevance of CCSA for the majority of members is diminished or secondary and 
participation in other coordination bodies becomes more important. Most importantly, the 
other coordination groups report back to UNSC on progress made. CCSA members should 
be fully aware of those activities (before reporting is done at UNSC). 
 
17. In view of the above, some suggestions are provided on subjects that could be 
included in the future agenda of CCSA meetings. 
 

• The agenda should include a mix of topics – including topics that are more relevant 
for large organizations (e.g. human resources), topics that are more relevant to 
sectoral organizations, and topics of concern to all members. It is worthwhile 
mentioning that such a mix of different topics is also reflected in the UNSC agenda, 
which covers both sectoral and cross-sectoral items. 

 
• Reporting in CCSA of on-going and planned activities taking place in other statistical 

coordination forums would be very useful since it affects a large number of 
members. For example, the agency leading one of the existing inter-agency groups 
could brief CCSA members. If such briefings are to be included in the future agenda 
of CCSA meetings, it is important to ensure that they are relevant to inter-agency 
work (not only to the specialized agency that is reporting). 

 
18. Cross-sectoral topics of common interest could include: 
 

• All coordination work to be reported to UNSC so that CCSA is recognized as the 
main inter-agency forum to coordinate statistical activities in the UN system.  

• Joint activities among international agencies with concrete deliverables  
• Data dissemination policies (for sale or for free; open data) 
• Use of non-official data and private data providers; big data 
• Working with official data providers that are not NSOs - national coordination of 

statistics 

IV. Potentials of CCSA  

19. Undoubtedly, CCSA has a lot of potential that makes the Committee growing and 
raises  great interest among international data producers. The following highlights key areas 
of work that should be further explored. 

• Forum for sharing the experiences 
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As noted earlier, most of the international agencies that are CCSA members have a 
defined mandate in a particular field of international development. Statistics play a 
supporting role to the main mandate of our organizations. In our own agency, we 
mostly work with users of our statistics, who are more interested in the final results 
than in the production process. Therefore, the possibility of learning within the 
organization for improvement of statistical data production is limited. Knowledge of 
new experiences and best practices can only be obtained from statisticians of other 
organizations. CCSA provides the opportunity of high-level interaction among the 
best statistical minds of international official statistics. 

• Setting the agenda on relevant and emerging issues 

Review and analysis of current activities lead to an understanding of setting the 
agenda for future activities. Although there are many international 
recommendations and standards, implementation of these standards often poses 
some challenges. Several international statistical matters require our common 
response. CCSA can bring these issues for discussion and propose a solution. Recent 
initiatives on human capital, micro data and use of non-official data sources have 
proven the relevance of CCSA. However, this is not sufficient. The agenda should 
consider a mix of subjects, including both general statistical coordination matters and 
sector-specific topics of common interest. We propose that CCSA co-chairs prepare a 
list of suggested topics for circulation and feedback from members. This could be 
done through a short questionnaire sent to all CCSA members and asking them 
about their priorities of work in CCSA (multiple-choice questionnaire which can be 
filled out quickly). 

• Technical assistance to developing countries 

CCSA has discussed this matter several times with respect to the report of PARIS21, 
however it has not proposed any concrete steps how agencies could coordinate their 
technical assistance activities. From the Press report, it has been revealed that most of 
technical assistance goes to population census and other household-based surveys. 
There are many areas of statistics, especially statistics on productive sectors, where 
there is a huge data gap in developing countries. CCSA could identify such areas and 
countries. CCSA could also share the information on funding possibilities of a 
variety of technical assistance projects. CCSA members could make presentations on 
some of the technical assistance projects undertaken by them.  

• Interaction with the UN Statistical Commission with a common voice 

CCSA should demonstrate its relevance to the member states through its coordinated 
efforts in solving emerging problems. NSOs judge activities of international agencies 
in respective countries in terms of their results. Sometime, their regular programmes 
are distracted by internationally sponsored projects. However, they are forced to run 
these programmes in order to seize the resource-opportunities brought by 
international agencies, even when such projects are less beneficial to the country. 
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They have also complained that their data are misreported in international 
publications. NSOs quite often express disappointment over such incidents in the 
UNSC sessions. International agencies have so far looked unprepared to respond to 
the concerns of NSOs adequately. While it is not feasible to explain each and every 
case in the session of the Commission, CCSA could assure NSOs some common 
standards followed by international agencies in data production and technical 
assistance, which would help to build trust. In recent discussions of the HDI, 
international agencies appeared as being unclear, confused and divided.  

• Advocacy for common interests of statistical development 

There are constant changes in the development priorities of member states. 
Subsequently, data requirements for policy purposes change. Development agencies 
mobilize a large amount of resources for the new priority areas. For example, 
sustainable development, green growth indicators, and energy efficiency have been 
dominant topics in recent international fora. However, official statistics cannot meet 
the new data demand over night. As a result, some haphazard data might be used. 
We could advocate for the information part of development programmes and 
encourage donors and development agencies to entail the statistics component to the 
main programme.  

• Improve visibility of CCSA 

CCSA is not well known among member states and even within international 
organizations (beyond the statistical departments). More needs to be done to bring 
CCSA’s work to the attention of the UNSC, the UN System Chief Executive Board 
(CEB), and other high-level bodies and forums involving the international (statistical) 
community.  

V. Limitations of CCSA  

20. CCSA is a forum rather than an executive body. Thus its implementation capacity is 
limited. However, its authority can be established through its competency in coordination 
and quality assurance in international statistics.  

• CCSA cannot be tightly governed  

The UNSD draft document on coordination mentioned at the beginning initially 
intended to bring the statistics programmes of all UN agencies under a single 
umbrella. However, it was found unfeasible at least in the case of UN specialized 
agencies. Every organization has its own programme, budget and member states, 
which it is accountable to. Chief Statisticians are abided by the regulation of their 
organizations, thus cannot make the commitment beyond the technical level. Often 
there are resource constraints and the decisions made in CCSA can only be 
implemented subject to resource availability.  
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However, CCSA cannot prove its relevance merely for meeting colleagues one more 
time during the year. There must be some tangible, relevant outcome from this 
gathering that participants could take back to their offices. Such outcome could be 
the various measures directed to improve the quality of our statistical activities in 
wider sense, concrete action or agreement among members that has led to improved 
activity (e.g. joint projects on capacity building; discussion on harmonization of data 
or standards). 

• CCSA covers only areas of common interest 

The eleventh session of CCSA has already concluded that the coordination among 
agencies cannot cover all areas of work and should only cover a core set of activities 
that members have in common. We decided to build an international statistical 
community instead of a global statistical system. This provision slightly limits the 
potentials of sharing experiences and requires a more careful approach to selection of 
the agenda for discussions. Given the diversity of CCSA members in terms of size, 
mandate and scope of membership, CCSA agenda items should reflect the priorities 
of members and include both general issues (e.g. official vs private data sources) as 
well as substantive issues (e.g. sectoral statistical developments).  

• CCSA does not have its own resources 

Resources available to CCSA are those offered by members. A member can put 
resources only if the expected outcome is relevant to the organization. The lack of 
own resources may limit the possibility of undertaking own initiatives. 

VI. Working modality 

21. The current organizational set up of CCSA was decided in it 10th session, which had 
carefully reviewed the different aspects of working modality. This set up is working well 
but there is always some room for improvement. 

22. Most of the methodological work is done through task teams. We need to be more 
careful in forming task teams and deciding how many agencies are required in each group.  
Co-chairs could be given more authority to finalize the selection of task teams and ask for 
progress report. Reporting timelines should be more precisely agreed upon at the session.  

23. Co-chairs could represent CCSA in key international statistical fora for the purpose 
of advocacy of statistical development.   

VII. Active role of key players 

24. All members have equal status in CCSA. However, it should be recognized that some 
members have a special role arising from their mandate and resources necessary to make the 
difference in international statistics. Success or failure of CCSA may depend on the 
commitment of these agencies. We have selected three of these key players, which are multi-
disciplinary in their activities. 
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• UNSD – functions as the Secretariat of the UN Statistical Commission, which has 
unique authority of international standard setting in global statistical system. 
UNSD is placed in the very heart of this system. It sets up the agenda for the 
Commission and prepares the final report of the proceedings of the session. 
Cooperation of UNSD is essential to CCSA to act as the authoritative 
representative of the international statistical community in the UN Statistical 
Commission. 

• The World Bank – has the largest programme of technical assistance in 
statistics and has supported the formulation of National Strategies for the 
Development of Statistics (NSDS) in many developing countries. 
Agencies with more specific expertise in sector statistics could benefit 
from cooperation with the World Bank. 

• OECD – is getting progressively multidisciplinary with an extensive 
statistical programme directed to non-OECD countries. OECD experience 
in methodology development, especially in new areas of statistics is 
valuable to many other agencies.  

VIII.  Concluding remarks 

25. CCSA is important and it has a unique scope of work in international statistics. We 
must establish the authority and competency of CCSA as a legitimate body representing 
statistical programmes of all international agencies. 

26. A coordination mechanism among international agencies is vital. Such mechanism 
existed in the past and will be required in the future. CCSA is that mechanism at present. If 
there are short-comings we should try to address them, before looking for another 
mechanism. 

 

 


