Statistical Journal of the IAOS 33 (2017) 387-397 387
DOI 10.3233/SJ1-160335
10S Press

Towards a global system of monitoring the
implementation of UN fundamental
principles in national official statistics

Andreas V. Georgiou®P

&Visiting Lecturer (2017), Amherst College, USA

bFormer President of the Hellenic Statistical Authority (2010-2015), Greece
E-mail: avgeorgiou@yahoo.com

Abstract. The paper aims to advance the discussion on the need for an international-global system of review and assessment of
the implementation of the UN Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics (UNFP). It introduces an analytical argument of why
official statistics and their quality is a “global public good”, which needs to be managed appropriately at the global level so as to
achieve a socially optimal outcome. While progress has been made in promoting the UNFP, the current system of monitoring their
implementation and thus the quality of official statistics in individual countries is severely limited. This is because it is a system
of voluntary self-assessment and self-monitoring and thus of limited reliability and usefulness. Moreover, the peer reviews that
have taken place, although helpful, do not constitute the appropriate long term solution to the issue of optimally managing the
global public good of official statistics. Instead, effective compliance monitoring of the implementation of the UNFP, through
regular evaluation, verification, follow-up and published reports in the form of audits by an independent international institution,
is essential for rigorous, timely and harmonized implementation of the UNFP. The paper also discusses aspects of setting up the
proposed international institution and global system of monitoring.
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1. Introduction to an appropriate reaction when problems arise and that
there is a need to operationalize the UNFP.!

This paper agrees that much still remains to be done.

The foreword of the Implementation Guidelines of
the United Nations Fundamental Principles of Official
Statistics from 2015 [1] states that “in order for the
Principles to be more than just a statement of noble in-
tentions, we need to renew our efforts, individually and
collectively, to make them the basis of our day-to-day
statistical work. Implementing them in our national in-
stitutions and systems is our common challenge. In
this respect, much has been accomplished in the past
twenty years, but much still remains to be done.” There
have also been comments in international statistical
fora that there is a relative void when it comes to mov-
ing from declarations and references for good practices

Between the reference point of the United Nations
Fundamental Principles (UNFP)? and their implemen-
tation guidelines on the one hand and the appropriate
reaction to problems with the integrity of statistics on
the other hand there is a critical space that needs to be
covered by taking certain determined steps. Effective
compliance monitoring of the implementation of the
UNFP is one such step, and a precondition for any en-
forcement mechanism. The question is how this com-

LVarious remarks and presentations; for example Bodin [2] and
Bohata [3].

2For a brief history of the origins of the UNFP see Malaguerra et
al. [4].
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pliance monitoring should be done. This is the topic of
this paper.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 dis-
cusses the current system of monitoring and enforce-
ment of implementation of the UNFP. It argues that
the current system is severely limited as it is effec-
tively a system of voluntary self-assessment and self-
monitoring and thus of limited reliability and useful-
ness. Section 3 introduces an analytical argument of
why official statistics and their quality is a “global pub-
lic good” and argues that as such it needs to be man-
aged appropriately at the global level so as to achieve
a socially optimal outcome from the point of view of
the world community. Section 4 discusses the peer re-
views that have taken place in some countries, and al-
though they are assessed as helpful, they are deemed
not to constitute, for a number of reasons, the appropri-
ate long term solution to the issue of optimally manag-
ing the global public good of official statistics. In Sec-
tion 5, the paper argues instead that effective compli-
ance monitoring of the implementation of the UNFP,
through regular evaluation, verification, follow-up and
published reports in the form of audits by an indepen-
dent international institution at the global level is es-
sential for rigorous, timely and harmonized implemen-
tation of the UNFP in the long run. It discusses vari-
ous aspects of setting up the proposed international in-
stitution and the global system of monitoring the im-
plementation of the UNFP with a view to stimulating
a discussion on the specifics in this area. Section 6
discusses various arguments and concerns that may be
raised against the independent international institution
proposed in this paper. Section 7 summarizes some
conclusions.

2. The current system of monitoring and
enforcement of implementation of the UN
Fundamental Principles

Currently the implementation of the UN Fundamen-
tal Principles is monitored via a survey conducted ev-
ery ten years by the United Nations Statistical Division
(UNSD) and presented at the United Nations Statisti-
cal Commission (STATCOM). The National Statistical
Offices are asked to assess the implementation of the
principles by themselves and by the political authori-
ties. The results of this self-assessment are processed
and presented in a document referred to as the Global
Review. [5] The evidence provided by the country au-
thorities themselves is used to assess whether and to

what extent improvement in the implementation of the
UNFP has taken place.

According to the Global Review, the tools for the
further effective advancement of the implementation
of the UNFP are advocacy at the political level, train-
ing of statisticians, the compilation of best practices
and technical assistance [5]. Moreover, the UNFP Im-
plementation Guidelines present themselves as a com-
munication tool, a training tool, a reference point for
the daily work of official statisticians and generally as
advice for statistical agencies [1]. Therefore, basically
only tools for self-monitoring and self-assessment are
currently envisaged.

2.1. Assessment of the current system

The current system of monitoring the implementa-
tion of the UNFP is based on potentially incomplete
or potentially biased evidence provided through self-
assessment and can easily overstate the degree of im-
plementation of the statistical principles. The 10-year
self-assessment surveys used, plus the publication of
the implementation guidelines for the UNFP, are un-
doubtedly useful to national statistical offices and other
official statistics producers at the national level. How-
ever, they are inadequate in that they are not resulting
in appropriate monitoring of the UNFP, and cannot by
themselves constitute a robust process for improving
the implementation of the UNFP.

While one could find indications that the existence
of the UNFP since the 1990s and of derivative codes
of practice around the world has been helpful in the
implementation of statistical principles, there is clear
evidence that very serious problems in the production
of official statistics and the conditions in which it takes
place have occurred during this period, and some prob-
lems continue to this day. This fact alone indicates that
the current monitoring system does not offer the degree
of deterrence that such a system should offer.

At the same time there is no reliable confirmation
available that the serious problems that have happened
to come to the attention of the international community
are actually the only ones that have existed over the
last twenty years. For example, if there are cases of sig-
nificant loss of independence though pressure, politi-
cization and coopting of institutions producing offi-
cial statistics, and if the statistics produced by these
institutions are not subjected to rigorous international
scrutiny (such as the scrutiny of the Excessive Deficit
Procedure in the EU), it is likely that significant prob-
lems with such institutions’ official statistics have re-
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mained unknown or unrecognized internationally. The
current system of voluntary self-assessment would not
lead to the identification or deterrence of such cases.

Besides major problems with the implementation of
the UNFP, even the degree of compliance with the
UNFP in the case of more minor difficulties or weak-
nesses would not be objectively monitored with the
current system of voluntary self-assessment. The natu-
ral tendency of many official statistics producers, who
are part of a national public administration and of the
executive branch of a national government, would be
to keep some of the difficulties and weaknesses of their
national experiences and set-ups of producing official
statistics out of their voluntary self-assessments. Thus
there is an inherent bias in the degree of compliance
with the UNFP identified by the current system of
monitoring.

Instead of self-assessment being effectively the end-
product of the monitoring process as in the current
status quo, self-assessment should be one of various
inputs into a robust review and assessment of imple-
mentation conducted by an independent party. Self-
assessment would have to be supplemented by external
examination, verification, rating, and follow-up moni-
toring.

Self-assessment and self-regulation are bound not to
work adequately for a number of reasons. This is ev-
ident in cases where there is political influence and
pressure on the production of official statistics. How-
ever, there is also a broad theoretic reasoning that indi-
cates a tendency to achieve a suboptimal level of qual-
ity in official statistics and thus a weak implementation
of the UNFP. The reasoning is that official statistics is
a global public good and as such the level of quality of
statistics produced, if left to individual countries’ self-
regulation, will tend to be lower than the level of qual-
ity that is optimal from a global point of view. There
are externalities both on the production and the con-
sumption side of official statistics that give rise to this
result.

3. Official statistics is a global public good

Official statistics is a global public good as it pro-
vides non-excludable and non-rival benefits to all
users.

Non-excludability means that it is technically im-
possible or extremely costly to exclude any individ-
ual from the consumption of the good [6]. Once a
given amount of the good is available for anyone, it is

available to everyone automatically and irrespective of
whether any payment is made for the consumption of
the good by any consumer. If a larger amount or bet-
ter quality of the good is produced, it is available to
everyone as well. Official statistics meets the criterion
of non-excludability as official statistics are by the cur-
rent practice characterizing them available to all users,
irrespective of whether they have paid for it or not. At
the same time, improvements in the scope of official
statistics or its quality are available to all users.

The other criterion of a public good — non-rivalness —
is the property of a good that prevents rivalry among
its consumers because consumption of the good by any
one consumer does not diminish its availability to other
consumers [6]. The appearance of new consumers does
not lead to a correspondingly lower consumption by
others, as is the case with private goods. Official statis-
tics meets this criterion as the use of the statistics by
one user does not prevent other users from using it.

However, official statistics is not just a public good
for a certain geographic region or for a nation state
(which it is); it is a “global public good” in the sense
that it is a good which is non-rivalrous and non-
excludable throughout the whole world, as opposed to
a public good which exists in just one regional area
or nation state. International financial stability, climate
change mitigation, global public health issues such as
the elimination of infectious diseases, curtailing the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction are some
examples of global public goods [7]. Official statistics
and their quality would surely qualify as a global pub-
lic good and the reasons are described below.

The demand for official statistics arises from the dif-
ferent types of users that exist and are the government
and state administration of the country producing the
specific statistics, but also those of partner countries
in the region and of countries in other parts of the
world (directly or through international organizations),
the research/scientific community inside and outside
the country, the domestic and international markets, the
domestic public and the public of other countries.

As a public good, the demand for official statis-
tics is not derived by horizontally summing the de-
mand curves of the various users, as would be the case
for goods that are not public (i.e., are private goods),
but by vertically summing them as the given quantity
and quality of official statistics is consumed simultane-
ously by the various users. There can be a derivation of
the demand curve for official statistics from the declin-
ing marginal benefit curves of the individual users. One
can schematically depict the marginal private benefits
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of various levels of quality of official statistics. The
height of the curve indicates the maximum value or
price the user would be willing to pay for increases in
the quality of official statistics. Consecutive increases
in the quality of official statistics would fetch declin-
ing prices. However, this is a pseudo-demand curve
because in reality official statistics are not offered in
the market. The various users’ pseudo-demand curves
are summed vertically to produce the marginal social
benefits associated with the various levels of quality of
official statistics. Thus, in a two user world, a given
level of quality yields a marginal social benefit, which
is MSB = MPBy;+ MPBy,, where MPBy; could be
the marginal private benefit of the government of the
producing country (user Ul) and MPBy; could be the
marginal private benefit of the government of another
country (user U2). Therefore, the marginal social bene-
fit curve lies above any one marginal benefit curve (see
Graph 1 below). This is very different from the case of
a private good, where the first unit of a product con-
sumed by user U1 is different from the unit of the prod-
uct consumed by user U2. So the demand for official
statistics is characterized by:

For an increment of quality in official statistics,

Marginal Social Benefit = Vertical >; Marginal Pri-
vate Benefit of User¢ (fori =1, ... ,n)

The supply side for official statistics is provided
by the Marginal Social Cost. The government of a
country that is producing official statistics is presum-
ably estimating the marginal social cost. However, in
the context of externalities, the marginal social cost
may be different from the marginal private cost — the
marginal internal cost of Pigou [8]. In the specific case
of official statistics the marginal private cost is the
cost borne by the entity (government) actually pro-
ducing the official statistics. If the production of a
certain level of quality of official statistics involves a
positive externality, the production of an extra incre-
ment of quality in such statistics reduces the cost of
producing other goods/services. The producers of the
other goods/services will benefit from an increase in
their output for a given outlay or a reduction in their
marginal cost. This is the marginal external cost of
Pigou and in this case, of generation of quality in of-
ficial statistics, it would be negative. This describes a
production side externality of quality of official statis-
tics.

Who are the other producers who are experiencing
a reduction in their marginal cost from an additional
increment in the quality of official statistics of Coun-
try A? They are producers of official statistics in other

countries in the region and in regional institutions, es-
pecially if there is a degree of partnership and integra-
tion, as well as official statistics producers in countries
around the world and in international institutions. The
rationale behind the decrease in their marginal private
costs from an extra increment in the quality of statis-
tics in country A is as follows. If the quality of statis-
tics in country A is low, then by association, country
B’s official statistics producer will have to work harder
in order to avoid the perception of country B’s official
statistics being afflicted by the same predicament. Put
differently, the producer of country B will have to work
less hard to establish a given level of credibility (which
is part of the quality of its official statistics) if the qual-
ity of official statistics in country A is increased by an
increment.

Moreover, there is a quality increasing effect in other
producers of official statistics given the same private
inputs, in that higher quality statistics in one country
will lead to higher quality statistics in another coun-
try when counterpart data are used in the production of
official statistics. The more counterpart data are used,
the greater the dependence on the quality of the output
of other statistical producers. Of course, also the ef-
fect on official statistics producers at the regional level
and the international level, who use the statistics of
each country as input in producing their statistical out-
put increases further the importance of these external
marginal costs.

Thus the supply for official statistics is characterized
by:

For an increment of quality in official statistics,

Marginal Social Cost = Marginal Private Cost + XJ;
Marginal External Cost of other producer j (for j =
1,...,m).

Therefore, the marginal social cost of producing an
increment of quality of official statistics in Country A
is the vertical addition of the marginal private cost of
the producer country A and the marginal external costs
of the other producers discussed above. The implicit
supply curve therefore for increments of quality in offi-
cial statistics in country A is located below the one that
would be estimated from the perspective of the pro-
ducer Country A alone (see Fig. 1 below), as the gov-
ernment of that country may overstate the marginal so-
cial cost for a given level of quality of its official statis-
tics.

The intersection of the Marginal Social Cost (MSC)
line and the Marginal Social Benefit (MSB) line cor-
responds to the globally optimal quality of official
statistics Q? (Graph 1). The outcome is higher qual-
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Graph 1: Globally optimal quality of official statistics.

ity than the one provided by the intersection of the
Marginal Private Benefit (MPB) and Marginal Private
Cost (MPC), Q*, (or actually of MSB and MPC or of
MPB and MSC). The net social benefit shown as the
area between MSB and MSC up to their intersection is
larger than the area between the MPB and MPC curves
up to their intersection, as well as the area between
MPB and MSC and the area between MSB and MPC.

Different types of global public goods require dif-
ferent types of international entities and legal frames
to manage them [7]. Therefore the management of of-
ficial statistics as a global public good would not nor-
mally be expected to fit into the mandate of existing
international entities.

4. Peer Reviews and the monitoring of the UNFP

The solution that has been proposed by some for the
monitoring of the UNFP is the use of regional institu-
tions and initiatives to monitor and assess the imple-
mentation of the UNFP. In this context peer reviews
have been proposed to be carried out and have been
carried out on a by-and-large regional basis. Peer re-
views of official statistics have thus taken place in the
EU plus EFTA countries Iceland, Liechtenstein, Nor-
way and Switzerland (within the European Statistical
System) [9], in a number of African countries (African
National Statistical Systems) [10], in certain countries
of the Latin American and Caribbean Region [11], and
in a few other countries around the world.

The focus and intensity of peer reviews carried out
has varied across regions and over time. Peer reviews
in the EU are presented [9], as part of the European
Statistical System (EES) strategy to implement the Eu-
ropean Statistics Code of Practice (CoP), which would
be characterized as a derivative of the UNFP. The latest
round of peer reviews in 2013-2015 had a somewhat
different approach from the previous one that was car-
ried out in 2006-2008, and covered all principles of the
CoP, the role of the National Statistical Institute as well
as cooperation within and the level of integration of the
ESS. The stated objective of the 20132015 round of
peer reviews has been to enhance the integrity, inde-
pendence and accountability of the statistical authori-
ties, which make up the ESS. Peer reviews in African
countries, on the other hand, have had a narrower fo-
cus — on the governance of the National Statistical Sys-
tem (NSS), its organization, strategic planning, service
to users, funding and sustainability [10].

4.1. Assessment of the adequacy of peer reviews as a
means to a harmonized and robust assessment of
the implementation of the UNFP

The existence and use of peer reviews in certain re-
gions of the world introduces the possibility for im-
provement in the monitoring of the UNFP as, in prin-
ciple, such peer reviews should go beyond the self-
monitoring and self-assessment of the current sys-
tem that applies globally. For example, the peer re-
views that took place in the European Statistical Sys-
tem (ESS) in the period 2013-2015 provided profes-
sional and high quality assessments and recommenda-
tions regarding the implementation of international sta-
tistical standards that would not have been available
to European countries by simply carrying out the self-
assessments of the implementation of the UNFP every
ten years. The ESS is better off on account of the con-
duct of the recent round of peer reviews.

Peer reviews may not be available as an option for
monitoring the implementation of the UNFP around
the world. Peer reviews have been applied over the past
decade and a half to a relatively limited number of
countries’ official statistics producers. These countries
have so far been characterized by strong regional inte-
gration ties or by being beneficiaries of regional collab-
oration/technical assistance initiatives. Thus the use of
peer reviews cannot be seen as a widespread approach
or as one that is evidently on the way to being adopted
globally. Moreover, not all regions are as integrated or
clustered as the EU and there may not be prospects for
such integration or clustering.
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Peer reviews are also criticized for exactly what they
are — reviews by peers.? For example, the peer reviews
of the ESS have been contrasted with the European
System of Central Banks (ESCB) audit reviews, whose
advantage over the peer reviews was presented to be
that they “are carried out by a team of independent au-
ditors, not (peer) statisticians, specialized in statistical
issues” [12]. Thus it may be useful to consider having
the evaluation of adherence to the UNFP carried out by
an institution that would be seen as more detached than
a group of peer reviewers and would face a lower risk
of being accused of being “too cozy” with the people
and institutions being reviewed. Considering a differ-
ent approach to that of the peer reviews is also on ac-
count of not allowing the alleged coziness of the peer
reviews being used as an excuse by institutions that
produce official statistics not to participate in a robust
monitoring and assessment of their statistical work.

There is also a need to have an international institu-
tion that a national official statistics producer can ap-
proach and request to be reviewed by it when there are
challenges to the producer and the latter needs an eval-
uation that will not be easily dismissed. Regional peer
reviews and regional institutions involved in quality
control may be accused — and there are examples where
they have been accused by detractors — of colluding
with the national official statistics producer. Thus an
institution that can be, and also credibly present itself
as, detached needs to exist at the international level
for addressing such cases. In this context, it should
be noted that national-level institutions could be help-
ful in providing a review of institutional framework
issues for official statistics production. However, they
would not be as immune as an international institu-
tion to the risk of being perceived as either being in-
fluenced by the political system challenging the offi-
cial statistics producer or colluding with the producer.
The risk would be greater if such national-level in-
stitutions were predominantly composed by nationals.
Finally, the assessment of such national-level bodies
would carry less weight than that of an international
institution.

Another question raised about peer reviews concerns
harmonization of monitoring and assessment. The pro-

3This does not apply fully to the peer reviews that have taken
place in African countries, in which policy makers participated in
the review along with official statisticians from other countries in the
region. Of course, the participation of policy makers as reviewers
introduces risks regarding the appropriate sensitivity of these reviews
to certain problems in the implementation of the UNFP.

cess of monitoring and assessing the implementation
of the UNFP needs to be globally harmonized. The
peer reviews themselves can be subject to criticism that
they are not harmonized enough internally, i.e., within
the same regional peer review initiative. It could there-
fore be argued that different peer review initiatives in
regions around the world might produce even more
variability in the review output. This is corroborated by
the experience that the relatively few peer reviews that
have taken place so far have had a varying focus and
certain of these peer reviews did not necessarily cover
all UNFP. The variability of the focus of the peer re-
views, while it may serve certain purposes, leads away
from the necessary harmonization in the monitoring of
the implementation of the UNFP.

There are also instances where the practices of en-
tire regions, or of regional institutions, might need to
be reviewed and assessed. Moreover, the independence
of regional institutions should be subject to review by
someone outside the region, such as an international
institution, to avoid the risk of conflict of interest as
well as the perception of such a risk.

In conclusion:

— First, there is surely a need to go beyond the vol-
untary self-assessment questionnaire on the im-
plementation of the UNFP currently put out and
collected every decade. The self-monitoring and
self-regulation approach would lead to a level of
quality in official statistics that is not socially op-
timal from the perspective of the world commu-
nity.

— Second, while peer reviews are making a positive
contribution to the implementation of the UNFP,
it is not the appropriate long-term solution to the
issue of monitoring the implementation of the
UNFP from a global point of view.

— Third, there is a need to manage the global pub-
lic good of official statistics by setting up an ap-
propriate international institution, which would
be tasked with reviewing the adherence to inter-
national statistical principles. Such an institution
would be set up drawing on accumulated experi-
ence with peer reviews and the institutional set-
tings of national statistical systems.

5. A vision of a global system of monitoring the
implementation of the UNFP

This second part of the paper aims to advance the
discussion about aspects of an appropriate global sys-
tem of monitoring the implementation of the UNFP.
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There is a need for an institution — rather than just
a process — that will be the central operating vehicle
of a system of monitoring the implementation of the
UNFP. There are obviously various options regarding
the institutional set up for that institution.* Below are
some broad proposals for consideration.

The envisaged institution would have to be an in-
ternational institution covering in principle the imple-
mentation of the UNFP in all countries and regions of
the world. It could be under the umbrella of the United
Nations, but would have to be separate from politi-
cal/policy organizations under the auspices of the UN
and from their administrative hierarchies. In deciding
the institutional setting and affiliation there would have
to be consideration of any factors that would affect the
speed and facility (including in the area of funding)
in setting up the institution. Most importantly, there
should be vigilance in ensuring that the institutional
setting for the envisaged institution does not subject it
to political influences and pressures and that its inde-
pendence and effectiveness at every stage of its work
is assured.’

By the same token, the governance of the institu-
tion would be a critical issue. The large international
experience accumulated in setting up audit institutions
and putting in place safeguards for the independence of
auditors will be an important input in determining the
appropriate governance of the envisaged institution.
Regarding accountability mechanisms, some of those
highlighted by the global administrative law project [7]
could also be usefully considered. They could inter alia
include transparency and access to information, notice
and comment procedures, reason-giving requirements,
substantive standards that must be met, independent re-
view, and engagement with and oversight through pri-
vate groups.

The envisaged institution would be producing a ser-
vice for the global community, including inter alia
national governments, regulators, the markets, rating
agencies, research institutions, international institu-
tions and the broad public of the world’s countries.

4Malaguerra et al. [4] have made the suggestion that an inventory
of the compliance of national statistical offices with the provisions
of the UNFP on the basis of data in the public domain be carried
out by an independent research institute or scientific foundation. The
present paper argues for a dedicated international institution with a
robust monitoring mandate.

5The broad issue of the statistics-related work within interna-
tional organizations being organized in a way that gives that work
the relevant professional independence needed has been mentioned
in Ljones [13].

Thus the modalities of funding of the operations of the
institution would need to take into account this broad
array of beneficiaries. The modalities of funding would
need to avoid ceding inappropriate authority to fund-
ing sources, and thus avoid any risk of influence on the
decisions and the effectiveness of the institution.

The main function of the envisaged institution would
be the regular review of all countries’ official statistics
with a view to assessing implementation of the UNFP.
The institution could be set up automatically with this
mandate in its statutes, with an opt-out rule, as opt-out
rules generate much broader participation than do opt-
in rules [7]. The review of each country’s official statis-
tics would be as regular as Article IV consultations of
the International Monetary Fund (i.e., annually or bien-
nially), to ensure that the monitoring can be sufficiently
frequent so as to preempt as much as possible the emer-
gence of pressures to not apply the UNFP and to ad-
dress as early as possible emerging problems in the im-
plementation of the UNFP. This would require an ade-
quate number of well qualified professional staff. The
staff would be drawn from around the world solely on
the basis of professional criteria and most would have
prior experience in the production of official statistics
or of statistics more broadly. However, the institution
would also seek professionals with experience in au-
diting, rating, certification, and quality assurance, as
well as experience on the user side of official statis-
tics — whether government, research community or the
private sector — and in the academic field of statistics.

The experience of the IMF, with its Reviews of
Standards and Codes (ROSCs), as well as the experi-
ence of national setups, such as the work of the UK
Statistics Authority, provide models certain elements
of which could be used in devising the modalities of
operation of the new international institution. Review
teams whose composition would be renewed on a reg-
ular basis would review the countries’ official statis-
tics and produce regular reports. There would need to
be a robust internal review structure that would ensure
the harmonization of application of the relevant crite-
ria across reviewing teams and countries, with clarity
on decision making roles and processes regarding fi-
nal assessments. It would be essential that review op-
erations be based in the institution and the majority of
the work of the reviews of the implementation of the
UNFP be carried out by the permanent staff of the in-
stitution. However the institution could also draw on a
diverse pool of professionals with relevant experience
from around the world to assist it to conduct its oper-
ations and continuously enrich the output of its human
capital.
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The envisaged international institution would con-
duct a review of a country’s official statistics produc-
tion on the basis not only of self-assessment question-
naires filled out by the country’s national statistics of-
fice and policy authorities, but also verification pro-
cedures via on site visits at the seat of the reviewed
statistical authorities and detailed discussions with sta-
tistical producers, as well as surveys of and discus-
sions with the various types of users of statistics (na-
tionally and internationally) and data providers, discus-
sions with representatives of the various branches of
the national government, consultations with national-
level statistical bodies, regional statistical authorities
and bodies, etc. The institution would also carefully
and independently consider, as inputs, the results of
peer reviews and any other supranational monitoring
of statistical principles that may have taken place in
the case of the country, as well as relevant reports
produced by national statistical bodies. There would
thus be complementarity between peer reviews and re-
gional systems of monitoring implementation of sta-
tistical principles on the one hand and the proposed
global system of monitoring of the UNFP on the other
hand, with salutary effects on the quality and account-
ability of both.

The nature of the reviews by the international insti-
tution would be rigorous and akin to auditing. The ex-
perience of carrying out audits and activities such as
credit rating would be brought to bear in devising a ro-
bust process. Essential aspects of the work of the in-
stitution would be meticulous examination with veri-
fication and methodical follow-up monitoring. Rating
would have to be part of the review output. The refer-
ence point of the reviews would be the UNFP. How-
ever, the tools used would include the Implementation
Guidelines of the UNFP, which could be updated and
further developed and operationalized as necessary, as
well as other quality assessment framework tools that
would be adapted and standardized for the purpose at
hand.

As noted above, the review of countries’ official
statistics would not be compulsory, as countries could
opt out. However countries would be encouraged in
various ways to submit their official statistics to the re-
view of the institution. Completion of the review by
this institution could become a requirement of interna-
tional governmental entities, such as the World Bank
and the IMF or regional supranational bodies. It is
nearly certain that the markets would look more favor-
ably on those countries that subject their official statis-
tics to review by the institution and even more so on

those countries that are assessed to have a high degree
of compliance with the UNFP in their production of
official statistics. The markets would exert in their way
significant pressure on countries to participate in the
review process. The interest of the markets and of inter-
national and regional policy institutions in the output
of the proposed institution would help keep the quality
of that output high.

The points made above are also relevant to the issue
of appropriate reaction, including possible sanctions,
and enforcement when breaches of the UNFP are as-
sessed to have taken place. Such appropriate reaction
would not be in the mandate of the envisaged interna-
tional institution, but would be carried out by other in-
ternational and regional institutions on the policy side,
with processes they will decide upon themselves, and
by the markets through their reaction to the institu-
tion’s assessments of the implementation of the UNFP.
This highlights the fundamental point that the way to
appropriate reaction and enforcement passes through
the publication of the reviews of the envisaged institu-
tion and the transparency of its work.

While the central aim of the institution would be to
conduct reviews of adherence to fundamental statisti-
cal principles by national statistical systems, the insti-
tution should also be available to conduct reviews of
specific statistical issues/products. In addition it should
be possible for official statistics producers (whether na-
tional or regional) to be reviewed for specific issues by
the international institution on an ad hoc basis, with the
triggers for such a review specified in the statutes of
the institution, but surely with a view to minimizing the
duration and degree of any damage to the confidence in
official statistics and the implementation of the UNFP
anywhere in the world.

Given that the mandate of the institution would be
to review the adherence to the UNFP of national sta-
tistical systems, the review would not be confined to
National Statistical Offices, but would encompass also
Other National Authorities (ONAs) as producers of
official statistics, including institutions such as Cen-
tral Banks in their capacity as producers of official
statistics. Moreover reviews of supranational statisti-
cal producers, such as Regional Statistical Authorities,
would also be appropriate. Review of regional statis-
tical producers and systems by the international in-
stitution would usefully complement the work of re-
gional bodies mandated to review the implementation
of UNFP and derivative codes of practice regionally.

The institution would be available to provide ad-
vice to the UN Statistics Division, Regional Statistical
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Authorities and National Statistical Offices on issues
of implementation of the UNFP and related matters.
The institution would also cooperate with regional and
other supranational institutions (such as the European
Statistical Governance Advisory Board) that have as a
mandate the monitoring of the implementation of in-
ternational statistical principles.

6. Additional considerations

An international institution and legal framework to
manage a global public good such as official statis-
tics and their quality is needed even if one considers
that serious problems in the implementation of inter-
national statistical principles is something that afflicts
only a few countries and such problems are the excep-
tion rather than the rule. Seeing the quality of official
statistics as a “weakest link public good”, akin to the
global public goods of eradication of infectious dis-
eases or of curtailing the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction, would still require international in-
stitutions and legal frameworks to effectively manage
it [7].

An argument against the creation of the proposed in-
ternational institution could be that there are serious
breaches of the UNFP in very few cases and there is a
relatively high level of compliance with the UNFP in
the vast majority of cases, and thus the proposed in-
ternational institution would not be helpful or neces-
sary. However, the above premise is probably not accu-
rate. The degree of compliance with the UNFP is most
likely a continuum from very low to high compliance
and, as discussed above, the degree of compliance on
average for a country’s official statistics is overstated
by the current system of voluntary self-assessment.
Therefore, an international institution that might be set
up would not find itself in a situation where there are
no or very few cases of weakness it could help address.

Another argument could be that an international in-
stitution would not be useful in monitoring the com-
pliance with the UNFP of countries that have already
achieved a relatively high degree of compliance. How-
ever, such an argument does not give adequate weight
to the following points: First, a regular independent
audit with rigorous follow up by an international in-
stitution would result in improvements to address re-
maining weaknesses and to align even more closely
with international best practices than the current self-
assessment system every ten years or even any regional
peer-review that might take place every five or ten

years. Second, compliance with international statistical
principles is not something that is achieved once and
for all, but is dynamic and needs to be actively main-
tained daily by the actions of official statistics produc-
ers and the political environments where the produc-
tion of official statistics takes place. A standing inter-
national institution with a rigorous mandate would en-
able the maintenance of such a high degree of compli-
ance and deter damage to the latter over time, as well
as encourage adaptation to new circumstances (such as
the emergence of “big data’’) more effectively than any
long-cycle self-assessment or ad hoc peer review pro-
cess.

The argument above points to the buttressing and
protective effects on a high degree of compliance to the
UNFP by the proposed international institution. This
should be understood by countries with a high degree
of compliance as an important benefit to them, not only
on account of the benefit to them directly through the
salutary effects on their official statistics over time and
the “certification” of their high quality at a given mo-
ment in time, but also indirectly through the various
externalities of other countries’ official statistics that
were discussed above. A country benefits from other
countries’ adherence to the UNFP and should thus be
supportive of an international set-up that supports such
adherence.

There is a possible argument that countries may see
the proposed international institution as an unwelcome
interference in their national affairs. If such percep-
tions exist and are put forward then obviously there is
a need for an international institution such as the one
proposed: an institution that would help take the pro-
duction of official statistics from being an internal af-
fair — “cuisine interne” — and thus subject to infringe-
ment of statistical principles, to being a transparent, in-
ternationally comparable and impartial production of a
global public good.

The issue of cost of the proposed international insti-
tution would be a concern and would be presented as
an argument against the creation of the proposed insti-
tution. Conducting reviews of potentially all countries’
adherence to the UNFP on an annual or biennial basis
with rigorous follow up could possibly require a budget
similar to that of a mid-size country national statistics
office. However, the cost to the international commu-
nity (governments, markets and populations) arising
from regional and global financial instability and con-
tagion, lower volumes of trade and investment, lower
economic growth, weaker responses to social, health
and environmental problems, on account of problems
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obscured or compounded by unreliable and generally
low quality official statistics, exceeds by many orders
of magnitude the cost of setting up and operating the
proposed international institution.

A question that might arise in trying to set up an
international institution to rigorously and in a har-
monized manner monitor the implementation of the
UNFP is whether such an effort is bound to be con-
fronted with demands for heavy compromises (for ex-
ample on the assessment criteria and possible recom-
mendations of such an institution) so as to cater to the
different political and cultural approaches to the pro-
duction of official statistics around the world. If such
an issue were to arise, it would be further proof that the
implementation of the UNFP currently is much more
questionable than hoped for. Moreover, instead of dis-
couraging the creation of the proposed international
institution, any such demands, on account of political
and cultural constraints on official statistics in many
parts of the world, should serve as proof of the urgent
need to set up the proposed institution with the proper
robust mandate and rigorous operations indicated in
this paper.

In this context, it should be pointed out that peer re-
views organized on a regional basis, potentially reflect-
ing different political and cultural approaches to the
production of official statistics would run the risk of
providing to users globally a false sense of implemen-
tation of the UNFP in some regions. For example, a po-
litical setting where independent statistical authorities
would not be tolerated and political authority would
have the last word on statistical methods, standards and
procedures would simply not be compatible with UN
Fundamental Principles 1 and 2. A regional peer re-
view that would be constrained on account of political
and cultural constraints not to recognize this incompat-
ibility would actually be misleading and a hindrance
in the effort to have effective monitoring of the imple-
mentation of the UNFP globally. It would also be legit-
imizing the potential perpetuation of breach of the sta-
tistical principles involved. Such problems would not
arise with a properly set up international institution.

Finally, it should be pointed out that in a world
where official statistics production would move away
from the embrace of the executive branch of govern-
ment with a view to further and sustainably strength-
ening the independence of statistical authorities, there
will be a need for structures of accountability in the
international area. An aspect of these structures of ac-
countability would be the proposed international insti-
tution that reviews the implementation of the UNFP.

7. Conclusions

This paper has aimed to advance the discussion on
the need for an international-global system of review
and assessment of the implementation of the UN Fun-
damental Principles of Official Statistics. The paper
has introduced an analytical argument of why official
statistics and their quality is a “global public good.” As
such it needs to be managed appropriately at the global
level so as to achieve a socially optimal outcome from
the point of view of the world community. The paper
has argued that while progress has been made over the
past twenty years in promoting the UNFP with a view
to achieving high quality of official statistics, the cur-
rent system of monitoring the implementation of the
UNFP and thus of the quality of official statistics in in-
dividual countries is severely limited. This is because
it is effectively a system of voluntary self-assessment
and self-monitoring and thus of limited reliability and
usefulness. Moreover, the peer reviews that have taken
place in some countries, although helpful, do not con-
stitute, for a number of reasons, the appropriate long
term solution to the issue of optimally managing the
global public good of official statistics. The paper has
argued instead that effective compliance monitoring of
the implementation of the UNFP, through regular eval-
uation, verification, follow-up and published reports in
the form of audits by an independent international in-
stitution at the global level is essential for rigorous,
timely and harmonized implementation of the UNFP in
the long run. The paper has discussed various aspects
of setting up the proposed international institution and
the global system of monitoring the implementation of
the UNFP and has addressed a number of issues that
may be raised regarding the proposed institution.
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