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Transforming African economies: The role of statistical information

1.
Since independence, African countries have successively instituted and pursued plans for the economic and social development of their people. Formulation of those plans has required knowledge of the available natural and infrastructural resources in order to guide the policy actions aimed at improving the lot of their people. Assessment of this potential and the dynamic framework in which  the planning was undertaken compelled them to turn to use of  statistical information.  Nation-wide data collection operations included censuses and surveys, recording of trade flows and other ad hoc data collection activities provided data, which had to be fitted into a comprehensive framework for improving the quality of life of the people. Appropriate concepts, methodologies and international recommendations were used for this purpose.

2.
The comprehensive statistical framework provides policy-makers with a tool for monitoring each stage of the economic and social development, setting production, consumption and investment goals  and for determining the roles of the different  actors in the national economy.  It is through such an iterative process of forecasting the future, monitoring and adapting that changes are made to the usual practices followed by all economic transactors, especially producers who are the engine of development.  Empirical and theoretical books written on growth and development define at least 62 variables which are statistically significant and critical in monitoring the growth of  economies.  Constantly recurring are the three variables of real per capital GDP, life expectancy at birth and primary school enrolment (as mentioned in the ECA Report on Transforming Africa’s Economies) on which statistical information is collected for most economies.

3.
The importance of these variables notwithstanding, economies are faced with a chronic situation in which data are not available on time or, if they are, of poor quality incomplete and sometimes incoherent.  As long as this situation lasts, it will be difficult for Africa to attain the objective it has set for itself, namely to halve the incidence of poverty by the year 2015.

4.
This goes to show the extent to which statistical information is fundamental to any economic policy orientation and direction and so also to the social policies of a country or group of countries.

5.
African statistics therefore have a major challenge to meet in order to contribute  fully to transforming economic bottlenecks into progress. Therefore, the use of statistical data must be promoted towards the building of a culture of informed decision making. In that context, training in statistics should be promoted at all levels. Census and survey programs must be adequately prepared for and adequately funded. In all, the judicial use of statistical data should be promoted and sustained by concrete action on the part of the public authorities in Africa.

6.
It is hoped that the activities undertaken in commemoration of the African Statistics Day this year, under so significant a theme, contribute to enhancing awareness and inspire public authorities towards making greater efforts to develop statistics.

7.
Member States are also called upon to make the best use of the concepts and methodologies developed within the context of international economic and statistical systems for data collection, processing and dissemination.  Among these are the 1993 System of National Accounts, the Standard International Classification for Economic Activities and Products, the IMF Balance-of-Payments Manual, the IMF General Data Dissemination System and the ILO international guidelines on Labour statistics, etc.

8.
The Economic Commission for Africa wishes every success to those activities being conducted to commemorate African Statistics Day on 18 November 2001.
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