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PURPOSE

1. This paper describes the current state of economic statistics in PICTs by drawing on a joint assessment by SPC and PFTAC in areas of common collaboration. It highlights key areas that countries need to strengthen  in order to improve the quality of their economic statistics in line with  best practices. It also describes some specific tools of data collection and a range of possible statistics that PICTs can endeavor to produce.

2. The paper also highlights some key areas that require more attention to improve the quality, availability and timeliness of economic statistics, and draws attention to institutional bottlenecks, the demand for economic statistics, methods of collection, and requirements for strengthening the legal mandate of NSOs.
BACKGROUND

3. The state of economic statistics in PICTs falls short to meet the needs of informed policy making.  Generally speaking, monitoring of various national, regional and international development programmes remains a daunting task for PICTs, particularly with respect to economic statistics. Recent lessons from the global financial crisis exposed many shortcomings of economic statistics in the region, as it proved very difficult for PICTs to assess how the global downturn had affected their respective economies. At the same time, other regions of the world, at probably the same level of economic development like PICTs, appear to have made reasonable strides in developing statistics to inform policy makers in times of specific crises.
4. Various factors  at play amongst PICTs derail economic statistics development. The Statistics Benchmark study initiated by the Pacific Island Forum Secretariat (PIFS), with assistance of the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC), and drawing from various reports, national and regional consultations, confirmed some long standing issues and constraints impacting on the availability and quality of statistics.

5. PICTs are beset by lack of adequate support from authorities particularly in the development of economic statistics. Such lack of support is manifest in lean budgets accorded to economic statistics and NSOs in general. Economic statistics are wide, diverse and require lots of resources (financial and human) to collect and compile. 
6. Weak statistical legislation   and the consequent difficulties to enforce statistical laws impede data collection.  Most economic statistical information has to be collected from businesses, state agencies etc.,  and weak legislation simply makes collection a difficult exercise. 
7. Staffing levels still remain inadequate.  Skills of staff   are insufficient to meet the challenges of collection, compilation and production of economic statistics. Recruitment practices are slow and in many cases, the most capable staff working in economic statistics rarely stay too long, with other statistics providers and users, such as Reserve Banks, Ministries of Finance, Departments of Planning often offering much better employment conditions and career prospects than NSOs. 

8. While addressing various factors affecting the quality of economic statistics, a targeted approach is required to deal with specific areas, in a sequential manner that strengthens data availability. Most PICTs have weak database systems, unused administrative data, and few run establishment surveys. These form a solid basis for strengthening economic statistics. 

9. Equally important is the ability of PICTs to be able and retain within NSOs, important qualified personnel to deal with analysis and compilation. Investment in data collection can likely bear more fruits if complemented by human resource policies that retain skilled staff and attract more with potential to develop. Countries that have had such reforms generally do fare well in statistical development and some lessons can be learned within the region.

EXPECTED OUTPUTS

10. In assisting PICTs to strengthen the quality and timeliness of their economic statistics, SPC and other technical agencies endeavor to closely work with countries to address key factors that continue to pose the biggest challenges in the following key areas:

a. Strengthen the quality and timeliness  of National Accounts Statistics through:
· Development of GDP(P) estimates for countries currently only producing GDP(I);
· Improvements in the quality GDP(P) estimates, especially in relation to informal sector, imputed rents and subsistence activities;
· Development or improvement of GDP(E) estimates, especially for final consumption expenditure and gross fixed capital formation;
· Significant improvement of constant price measures of GDP, through the use of more appropriate price deflators and volume indicators at a more disaggregated level.

b. Improve the quality and range of Price Statistics
Most PICTs have at least a price index such as Consumer Prices used to measure consumer inflation. The CPI is used frequently to rebase national accounts despite its limitations. Other specific indices such as construction, export, imports and producer prices are generally not available. In order to encourage diversity of various economic statistics, it is envisaged that  PICTs, with the assistance of technical partners commit to:
· Continuous capacity supplementation in CPI rebase and estimation techniques for countries with very low capacity
· Development of a wide range of price indices besides the CPI, such as construction, building materials, trade and , producer price indices to widen the range of available statistical information for policy and other uses.
c. Strengthening Data Collection and Utilization
Production of economic statistics aggregates requires use of multiple sources such as surveys and administrative sources. Surveys of establishments are quite critical to benchmark major aggregates. Most PICTs do not regularly conduct such surveys. The most recent such, a business activity survey, was conducted in Samoa in 2010. Fiji, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Tonga do periodically conduct such surveys. Nonetheless, the dimension of quality often compounded by low response rates poses a big challenge. It is expected that more TA will be needed and accorded to countries to assist with design and implementation of such surveys, while drawing on other PICT experience.
Utilization of administrative data in most countries still remains weak due to various factors. Trade statistics, especially on the export side still remain greatly unreported given the focus on revenue collection by customs. In other countries taxation data while available is not accessible to statistical authorities owing to tax regulations. At the same time statistical legislation is weak and authorities do not seem obliged to provide such information. The same applies to other government agencies. 
PROGRESS TO DATE

11. In developing the availability of high quality and timely economic statistics, SPC has undertaken various initiatives to assist its member countries. Our partners such as PFTAC have also under taken similar initiatives. Specifically, PICTS have benefited from 
· Capacity supplementation in producing national accounts

· Rebase and compilation of consumer price indices

· In-country training in economic classifications, national accounts, trade statistics

· Design and implementation of economic statistics collection tools

· Development of plans for compilation of economic statistics

12. Despite, efforts that SPC has undertaken, just like other related agencies have done in assisting PICTs improve the quality and timeliness of economic statistics, an array of various factors still derail progress. Economic statistics, by their nature are very wide, interrelated and the final products require development of sustainable collection systems and analytical ability. Generally, activities to strengthen the capacity of  PICTs have been greatly affected by the following factors:

· Inadequate human and financial resources allocated to economic statistics programmes within countries;

· Weak statistical legislation that compromises independence of economic statistics as well as efforts to collect information from businesses;

· Inadequate use of administrative data sources or lack thereof, 

· Institutional structural issues that undermine the status of NSOs and therefore contributing to high staff turnover, in turn affecting consistency and flow of technical assistance to countries;

· Limited use of administrative data often compounded by lack of working agreements by various government departments.

KEY DISCUSSION POINTS

13. The meeting is invited to discuss the following points:
i. review the utilization  of administrative data to improve quality of economic statistics

ii. endorse Household and Business surveys as key tools and sources of a wide range of economic statistics

iii. consider developing economics statistics plans as a guide to strengthening capacity of economic statistics systems

iv. pursue more regular consultations with key users and other producers of economic statistics to ensure consistency, quality and relevance of statistical collections and products.
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