
 
 
 
 
 

Summary of IDWG on Statistics 
Discussion on Admin Circular 2015/22 

 
Participants: Ababouch, Lahsen (FIPX); Baumung, Roswitha (AGAG); BenBelhassen, Boubaker, (EST); 
Bernoux, Martial (NRC); Condor, Rocio (NRC); Frenken, Karen (NRL); Gennari, Pietro ESS); Hillesland, 
Marya (ESP); Juvenal, Thais (FOE); Katz, Stephen (ESS); Kvinikadze, Giorgi (REU); Lebedys, Arvydas 
(FOE); Leclercq, Catherine (ESN); Njie, Divine (AGS); Racionzer, Paul (EST); Stewart, Jessica (ESS); 
Taconet, Marc (FIPS); Tekola, Berhe (AGA); Tsuji, Sachiko (FIPS); Turner; Debra (AGP); Whimpenny, 
Paul (CIO); 
 
Absent: ESA, FOM, OPC, TCI, TCE, RAF, RAP, RLC, RNE 

 
In addition to providing the context of the Administrative Circular (2015/22), the IDWG Statistics 
meeting was convened to discuss the modality of its implementation. The comments of IDWG 
members have already been integrated into the proposal below, where possible, and further 
suggestions and comments are welcomed. 
 
Context 
The role of Chief Statistician and the IDWG on Statistics were established by the Director General at 
the end of 2012. The IDWG on Statistics replaced the Statistical Programme Steering Committee 
(SPSC) and Statistics Coordination Working Group (SCWG), which had already been working to 
improve internal coordination for several years. The main scope of the IDWG (strategic level) and the 
Technical Task Force (technical level) is to promote inter-divisional coordination and cooperation on 
statistical programmes and corporate consistency and alignment in statistical practices. 
 
These coordination mechanisms have facilitated the achievement of important results at FAO in 
terms of the definition of common statistical standards and classifications, harmonization of 
statistical practices, the development of a quality assurance framework, and of a new statistical 
working system.  However, corporate coordination and participation has not always been as effective 
as it could have been, and progress has often been slow.  
 
In a move to further strengthen statistics at FAO the Director General requested a proposal for the 
centralization of statistics under the Statistics Division (ESS). However, the recently released 
Administrative Circular (AC) was chosen as an alternative to the consolidation of statistical activities. 
It takes the same approach as the AC on IT activities, and other centralization processes of cross- 
cutting functions ongoing at FAO. 
 
It should be emphasized that, in this case, the IDWG has been clearly identified as the key 
mechanism for supporting the Chief Statistician in this new function and that a collective 
responsibility for putting this in place has now been established. 
 
Whilst implementing the new AC entails a great deal of extra work, it is also presents an opportunity 
to really focus on improving FAO data and to establish a full peer review process, as well as a means 
of further strengthening the FAO statistical community and its internal and external visibility. Within 
ESS, a team has recently been established to address these new demands and it has two main focus 
areas: strengthening and supporting the enabling environment for statistical governance, and 
facilitating statistical dissemination and outreach functions at a corporate level, taking into account  



 
 
the emerging need for increased external consultation with our users and creating more demand-
driven statistical outputs. 
 
The success of the new accountability framework also rests with the IDWG, and the group already 
has good foundations for addressing these new requirements. Several technical sub-groups are 
already well established, and address some of the domains listed in the AC (data collection, 
standards and the SQAF). The newly formed Technical Network on Statistics is a further support 
mechanism. Building on these existing governance mechanisms will be essential in putting a truly 
transparent process in place. 
 
Definition of statistics 
In order to understand the reach of the AC, it is important to provide a definition of statistics. It is 
often difficult to identify where statistical activities take place across the Organization because they 
are frequently implemented in conjunction with other non-statistical activities, like analytical and 
monitoring work, or policy advice. The definition widely used by the IDWG in its documentation 
describes statistics as: ‘all activities related to the collection, processing, statistical analysis and 
dissemination of data (including geo-referenced data) in FAO domains including agriculture, fisheries, 
forestry and natural resources’. 
 
Approach 
The implications of the new AC are considerable, and the means of implementing the accountability 
framework are proposed below, and are intended to be further elaborated in conjunction with the 
IDWG members. 
 
It is important to note that a step-wise approach to implementation has been recommended. For the 
remainder of 2015 requests will be dealt with in a timely and effective way using the IDWG and the 
dedicated ESS team to review incoming items. In theory most of the activities being undertaken have 
already been approved by the IDWG through the current Statistical Programme of Work (SPW) 2014-
15 http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4045e.pdf and the data requests being sent out should also have already 
been cleared by the Office of the Chief Statistician (AC  2014/05). ToRs will be cleared as quickly as 
possible, and more on this approval specific process follows below. 
 
From 2016, a more through approach to planning will be gradually implemented. There are already 
many existing quality control mechanisms in place, such as the Statistical Quality Assurance 
Framework (SQAF), the statistical standards developed by the SCWG sub-group and a log of ESS 
statistical capacity development activities, which can be expanded. Efforts will also be made to 
ensure that FAO adheres to the Principles governing international statistical activities.   
 
The approach will be to provide the FAO Statistics system with advice beforehand, rather than 
making interventions after the decision from the technical divisions have been made, and to tailor 
process to the specifities of the data domains, where appropriate. Reporting on activities will 
generally take the form of completing checklists, rather than producing written documents. 
Relationships and commitments with external organizations will be taken into consideration, and 
continuity of ‘service’ will be a priority in the application of the new accountability framework. 

 
Statistical data collection activities and data requests  
It should be noted that according to the current SPW 60% of all statistical activities at FAO are 
related to data collection.  AC 2014/05 was re-circulated in 2014 asking that all questionnaires and 
data requests be cleared by the Chief Statistician. However, only a very limited number of these 
requests have been received. 
 
Proposed mechanism: 

 The IDWG Technical Task Force has recently established a sub-group working on a review of all 
FAO questionnaires. By the end of the year some high level proposals for improving the 
questionnaires and streamlining the process will be ready. 

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4045e.pdf


 
 

 In 2016 the Statistical Working System (SWS) team will also build an archive of questionnaires 
and country focal points within the SWS, to further streamline the process. Eventually, all data 
requests will be managed through the SWS. 

 At the beginning of 2016, all data requests to be made during that year, should be submitted for 
approval to the IDWG TTF after review by the sub-group mentioned above. 

 A list of all data requests will be collected from data owners, together with the questionnaires, 
the list of country focal points and the timing of the data collection.  

 Once approved, the data collection activities can proceed as usual.  

 Any unplanned data requests that occur during the year should be routed through the same 
approval process. 

 
Dissemination of all statistical indicators and new datasets 

 Due to the complex and long-term nature of undertaking methodological reviews, this area of 
the AC will undertake a step-wise approach. 

 In terms of approving proposed work, the approval process will not focus on checking data, but 
rather the methodology applied, and ensuring that it confirms to the quality control mechanisms 
established.  

 A sub-group on the SQAF was established last year and this group will be expanded in order to 
also include methodological aspects. 

 Plans to publish indicators and datasets should be communicated to the IDWG at the beginning 
of each year by the data owner. 

 Details of statistical methods applied should be provided, especially supporting documentation 
on processes followed. 

 A checklist mechanism will be applied to ensure that the SQAF has been applied, as well as the 
appropriate standards, links to ongoing work, the Strategic Framework, etc. 

 A peer-review mechanism for the methodologies will be progressively put in place through the 
IDWG TTF.  

 In terms of data that meets with substantial external criticism, the idea would be to eventually 
put in place external audits to ensure the data quality. This will be undertaken gradually. 

 
New statistical methods, standards and tools  

 At the beginning of each year, the Chief Statistician and the IDWG should be notified of 
intentions to develop/apply new methods, standards and tools. 

 Development should adhere to the soon to be developed QAF for methodological work.  

 Proposed methods/standards should be peer-reviewed through the TTF sub-group on 
classifications and methods and submitted for final approval to the IDWG and Chief Statistician. 

 Approved methods/standards and tools will be widely shared and support in their 
implementation/use will be made available. 

 
Statistical capacity development projects and initiatives 

 When undertaking a statistical capacity development project, a checklist should be completed at 
the beginning of the year to provide information such as: project details, country focus, links to 
other ongoing projects, Strategic Framework etc. 

 This information will be reviewed by a dedicated TTF sub-group and inserted into a database 
containing information on on-going statistical capacity development initiatives, which will be 
shared through the Technical Network platform to enable prior cross-checking and better links 
between projects. 

 The project owner will be informed of any revisions to be made/ of the project approval. 
 

ToR approval 

 The creation of an email account specifically for this use, which will be closely monitored, is 
proposed. 

 Messages with standard text will be used and an agreed turnaround of 48 hours will be defined 
for approvals, in order to ensure that delays are kept to a minimum. 



 
 

 Guidance will be circulated on the kind of information required to be included in the ToR to 
determine, for example, if the activity the consultant will be working on is already included in the 
SPW, that it is being undertaken by the most appropriate division and that it is linked to the 
correct statistical function and SO etc.  

 Suggested text for ToRs will be circulated to the IDWG and Budapest will also be informed to 
avoid/reduce delays. 

 If the ToRs correspond to planned and approved activities and have been included in the 
checklist request, they can be immediately approved. 

 If they do not comply to these requirements, then closer review will be undertaken, in 
collaboration with the division concerned. 

 The Office of the Chief Statistician will keep an archive of requests and CVs, which may also be 
uses as a pool of candidates for future consultancies. 
 

Functional Reporting  

 Functional reporting can reasonably be interpreted as the reporting, review and clearance of 
statistical outputs by the Chief Statistician and the IDWG on Statistics, which will take place 
through the above stated mechanisms. No reporting in PEMS is foreseen. 

 The accountability lines between technical staff, the Strategic Programme Leaders and the Chief 
Statistician need to be well defined. 

 
Approval of VAs 

 The VA will be circulated for internal review and comments within the IDWG TTF. 

 For any issues that cannot be resolved virtually, a meeting of a small dedicated team from the 
TTF and the Office of the Chief Statistician could be called to discuss this further. 

 A sub-group may need to be established to deal with this. 
 
Tools 

 One key mechanism for adhering to the new AC requirements is the use of checklists and 
guidance notes. 

 Already existing processes can be modified to accommodate the new requirements: for example, 
the most recent SPW already contains a wealth of information about statistical activities at FAO. 

  This information was gathered through questionnaires divided into 5 statistical functions, which 
can be adapted to meet the new requirements. The questionnaires could be combined with the 
SQAF to identify activities planned in the new biennium within the context of the AC. 

 An online survey could be developed, which could take the form of a simple checklist, using as 
many closed questions as possible, with the inclusion of both generic and domain specific 
questions as appropriate.  

 These detailed questionnaires could be completed by all divisions at the beginning of 2016, to 
provide the IDWG with a view of planned work.  

 They could be subsequently modified if and when plans change (or reviewed at intervals to be 
established). 

 This would be both an information gathering exercise, and a planning tool, as well as an 
opportunity to remind the statistics community about the frameworks already in place, and to 
provide support when needed to apply them.  

 It would also mean that most of the work planned for the biennium will have already been 
approved by early next year, which reduces the burden on respondents and the IDWG. 

 The information gathered will be published and shared (‘new look’ SPW etc.) 
 


