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ABSTRACT
Africa has designed an Action Plan (2011-2015) titled ―Improving Statistics for Food Security,
Sustainable Agriculture, and Rural Development‖ to guide the implementation of the Global
Strategy for Improving Agricultural and Rural Statistics. One of the constraints faced in formulating
the African Action Plan was a lack of comprehensive and up-to-date information of requisite quality
on countries’ statistical capacity and needs. This information is required in order to establish: (i)
baselines for target-setting and performance measurement, (ii) country statistical profiles, which
would allow the grouping and ranking of countries by their level of capacity/development of their
agricultural statistics systems, (iii) a technical assistance program for Africa as a whole, as well as
for each country, and (iv) a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system to track progress and guide
the implementation of the plan. Accordingly, the need to undertake country capacity and needs
assessments was identified as the first critical activity needed for implementation of the Action
Plan.
1

The information from the Country Assessments (CAs) will feed into the design of appropriate
technical assistance, training and research interventions, which comprise the technical components
of the Action Plan.
This paper underscores the importance of the Country Assessment approach. It also presents the
preparatory activities undertaken for the CAs, including: (a) forging agreeing on the approach to be
used; (b) designing tools for use in the assessment, including questionnaires and a web-based
application tool for data transmission; (c) organizing regional training workshops for personnel
from National Statistical Offices and Ministries of Agriculture; and (d) disseminating experience
gained and lessons learnt from the CA process for future similar exercises. Finally, the paper uses
Uganda case to show (through charts) some selected key preliminary results from the assessment:
(i) profile of agricultural statistics capacity and (ii) ranking the country’s Capacity Indicators vis-àvis other reporting countries.
Key words: Agricultural statistics; capacity building, Country Assessment, Agriculture Statistics
Capacity Indicators (ASCIs).

1.

Preparatory work of the Country Assessment process and instruments

Africa was the first region to develop its Action Plan (2011-2015) titled ―Improving Statistics for
Food Security, Sustainable Agriculture, and Rural Development.‖ The Africa Action Plan forms
part of the wider Global Strategy to Improve Agricultural and Rural Statistics, endorsed in 2010 by
the international community.1 The Action Plan for Africa has contributed significantly to the design
and elaboration of the Country Assessment (CA) process and standard instruments for use in the
process. These instruments have been adapted to African needs and specificities and have been
field-tested. It should be borne in mind that at the time of developing the African Action Plan,
updated and comprehensive baseline information as well as tools for the measurement of
performance and target indicators were lacking. In other words, the approach to be used for
establishing the current state of the agricultural and rural statistics system in Africa had not at that
point been defined. Such information though was essential to measure progress over time. It
therefore became clear that, as an initial step, a comprehensive assessment of the statistical needs
and capabilities of African countries was required, to examine the status of the data they currently
produce and disseminate, the methodology they use, and their readiness to begin implementing
activities of the Action Plan. This assessment process therefore needed to be undertaken prior to the
implementation of the technical components of the Global Strategy.2
Before undertaking full CAs, similar initiatives undertaken in the past and other existing data
sources were checked to see if they could be used in lieu of conducting a comprehensive and
systematic CA across all African countries. It was hoped that this might significantly reduce
administrative costs and speed up the process.
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The Global Strategy document was first published by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the World
Bank/IBRD, and the United Nations in September 2010. The Africa Action Plan was subsequently published in May
2011 by AfDB, AUC, ECA and FAO.
2
The three technical components comprise: Training, Technical Assistance, and Research.
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1.1.

Review of previous CA initiatives

In Africa, national assessments of statistical development have been undertaken in the past by
various institutions, often with slightly different statistical perspectives. The main initiatives
comprise the following:
- The African Development Bank’s (AfDB) Country Assessments in the context of the 2005
International Comparison Program for Africa (ICP-Africa) covered 48 countries over the
period 2002-2003. The objective of the ICP country assessments were to produce an
inventory of strengths, weaknesses, problems and challenges in each country, and identify
solutions that could be put in place through the ICP.
-

Assessments have been undertaken by countries themselves in the context of formulating
National Strategies for the Development of Statistics (NSDSs). These examined the current
state of the National Statistical Systems (NSSs) in terms of legal and institutional
frameworks, linkages and coordination arrangements, current and future user needs, existing
capacity to meet these needs and fill existing data gaps, statistical methods and procedures in
use, adherence to international standards, constraints and problems, as well as the processing,
analysis and archiving of data, etc.

-

FAO biennial country assessments in Africa have been carried out within the framework of
the African Commission on Agricultural Statistics (AFCAS), looking at the current state of
agricultural statistical systems in member countries. The most comprehensive CA was
undertaken in 2007, covering 49 countries.

-

Since the early 1990s, the FAO Statistics Division has been developing data quality
frameworks and concepts relating to agricultural statistics. Data quality is assessed according
to the quality of official data versus semi-official and FAO estimates, as contained in
FAOSTAT. More recently, the FAO Statistics Division has begun using data quality
dimensions very similar to those of Eurostat (2000) and has consolidated a statistical
metadata component within the Agricultural Bulletin Board on Data Collection,
Dissemination and Quality of Statistics project.

-

The World Bank assesses statistical capacity in countries and publishes the results on its
Bulletin Board on Statistical Capacity. The objective is to improve the measurement and
monitoring of statistical capacity of IDA countries, in close collaboration with countries and
users.

-

The IMF Data Quality Assessment Framework (DQAF), updated in 2003 from the original
version of 2001, identifies quality-related features of statistical systems governance,
statistical processes, and statistical products. The DQAF’s coverage is organized around a set
of prerequisites (legal and institutional environment, relevance, resources and quality
management) and five dimensions of data quality—assurances of integrity, methodological
soundness, accuracy and reliability, serviceability, and accessibility. For each dimension, the
DQAF identifies 3-5 elements of good practice, and for each element, several relevant
indicators.

-

Eurostat’s Data Quality Assessment Methods and Tools were proposed in the early 2000s.
The scope is limited to the statistical products and certain aspects of the processes leading to
their production, as well as the user perception of statistical products.

-

The OECD quality framework has benefited from the work carried out in recent years by the
IMF, Eurostat, Statistics Canada, and other national statistical offices (NSOs). It has avoided
―reinventing the wheel‖ by adapting existing definitions and approaches to the OECD
3

context. It views data quality in terms of seven dimensions: relevance, accuracy, credibility,
timeliness, accessibility, interpretability, and coherence.
The literature review of previous similar CAs was based on the following main information sources:
(i) the report produced for AFCAS 2007 and 2009, (ii) FAOSTAT data, (iii) PARIS21 (for data on
the existence of NSDS), and (iv) the WB Bulletin Board on Statistical Capacity. Indicators that are
available for all countries and for the same year (2007) have been filtered to inform Input and
Output elements of country statistical capacity. An Agricultural Statistics Development Composite
Indicator (ASDCI) was thereafter generated from this source.
1.2.

Agreement on the approach to be used (Concept Note and Framework)

From the above summary of past and recent similar CA initiatives, it appears that significant
progress has been made by different institutions in assessing national statistical capacities.
However, in many cases, the work has been limited to the strict analysis of the data quality (in
particular the Eurostat and OECD frameworks). In the case of the IMF, the ―Prerequisites‖3 do not
cover the agricultural statistics system as a whole. The bulk of all background documents is
developed around the description/analysis of the data quality. Another important question that the
earlier models of data quality assessment fail to address is how they can be used for grouping and/or
ranking countries in terms of their developmental level of agricultural statistics systems in general.
Another issue that tended to be overlooked how the models could be used for monitoring the trend
of data quality.
Furthermore, the required dimensions and elements to comprehensively inform the needs and
capacities of national agricultural statistical systems have been insufficiently reported. Indeed,
important data on the financial and, human resources and equipment allocated to agricultural
statistics activities, country commitment and political will, etc. were not available for all countries
and for same reference period.
It became evident that a comprehensive Country Assessment model was needed to go beyond the
simple data quality assessment framework and cover the entire agricultural statistics systems. This
would then allow the calculation of a composite indicator (similar to the World Bank’s Capacity
Building indicator), as well as the establishment of a M&E system over time.
1.3.

Design, process and instruments4 of the First Stage of the CA5

For the Africa Action Plan, accumulated experience and lessons learned from previous regional
initiatives were capitalized upon to inform the standard Country Assessment questionnaire being
sent out to countries. In this way, the questionnaire was adapted to the needs and specificities of the
African context, while also complying with the objectives and framework of the Global Strategy.
Data to be gathered from National Bureaux of Statistics and statistical agencies in agricultural subsectors will be compiled through three different modules, to avoid the omission and/or duplication
of required information. The modules are: (i) Module I on the Overview of the National Statistical
System, (ii) Module II on Ongoing Statistical Activities and Constraints, and (iii) Module III on
3

By ―Prerequisites,‖ we mean all the institutional infrastructure like the legal framework, strategic vision and planning
for agricultural statistics, etc..
4
By ―Instruments,‖ we mean all those tools that were used for carrying out the CA process: questionnaire, guidelines,
data processing tools, tabulation and analysis plans, etc.
5
The CA process includes two stages: the 1st stage is a quick one using the standard questionnaire; the 2 nd one is an InDepth CA that will culminate in developing Country Proposals for improving agricultural statistics.
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Information on Agricultural Sub-sectors (to be duplicated/repeated for each subsector of a given
country). To facilitate the completion of the questionnaire, guidelines were included with it.
Furthermore, two Excel templates were developed to report on the minimum core data sets and their
quality respectively.
Three pilot countries (Ghana, Rwanda, and Uganda) were identified to field-test the questionnaire
and Excel templates. Based on the findings and lessons learnt from this exercise, the tested
questionnaire was thereafter reviewed, revised, finalized and translated into French.
A web-based application for data input and submission was developed in English and then
translated into French. The standard guidelines for compiling the Agricultural Statistics Capacity
Indicators (ASCIs) have been reviewed to align to the Africa CA questionnaire (―Mapping the
variables, modalities and indicators: Standard vis-à-vis Africa‖).
The tabulation and analysis plans have been elaborated and data processing system and calculation
of ASCIs developed.
1.4.

Training on the Country Assessment process and instruments

Two training and launching workshops on the Action Plan for Africa (2011-2015) for Improving
Statistics for Food Security, Sustainable Agriculture, and Rural Development in general, and on the
CA instruments and process in particular, were successfully organized in June and August 2012, in
Kigali, Rwanda and Addis Ababa, Ethiopia respectively.
In total, 89 officials from 48 countries were trained at these workshops. Forty-one countries were
able to send both required representatives – one from their National Statistics Office (NSO) and
another from their Ministry of Agriculture (MOA), whereas 7 countries were represented by only
one such delegate, and 6 countries did not send anybody.
Both workshops agreed on a roadmap for the way forward regarding the process of the CA as well
as other related activities, particularly operational arrangements for data compilation. The first
priority activity to be carried out by each country was to establish national governance structures
(where these did not yet exist). This entailed the setting up of a National Agricultural Statistics
Committee and National Technical Working Group, and the designation of a National Strategy
Coordinator (NSC) in each country.

2.

Data collection

2.1.

Country Assessment follow-up missions

It was determined that follow-up missions to countries should be undertaken without delay. The
missions were tasked to ensure, among other things, that: (i) operational structures were in place,
(ii) CA data were being effectively compiled; (iii) minimum core data sets were being reported and
their respective quality evaluated; and that (iv) challenges and constraints faced by countries in
carrying out the CAs as well as required concrete solutions to address them were identified and
implemented.
To date, such missions have been fielded in 31 countries and where this has not been possible, the
follow-up has been carried out virtually (by phone and/or emails).
5

The main outcomes of the follow-up missions can be summarized as follows:
(a) 44 countries have nominated their National Strategy Coordinator (NSCs), which constitutes
an important component of recommended governance structures at the country level. NSCs
are responsible for coordinating the CA data collection in their respective countries, and
ensuring their consolidation, validation and submission to the AfDB.
(b) The collected data have been carefully checked, validated, and submitted for 42 countries.
(c) Existing data sources of the minimum core data sets were identified and related
documents/reports/files (hard and/or soft copies) collected.
(d) The quality of the minimum core data sets was evaluated and recorded using the template
designed for the purpose.
(e) Challenges and constraints faced by countries in carrying out CAs were reported and
suggestions of concrete steps to address these challenges were proposed.
(f) Mission reports were produced.
2.2.

Setting up national governance structures

As stated above, the CA follow-up missions have helped countries to establish the national
governance structures, including terms of reference, identification of relevant institutions and
respective representatives/members. Briefly, the established national coordination mechanism of
agricultural statistics includes the following structures:
i.

ii.
iii.

2.3.

National Agricultural Statistics Coordination Committee (NASCC) chaired by a data
user, usually a senior policymaker at the Ministry of Agriculture. NASCC oversees
the design and development of the National System of Agricultural Statistics
(NSAS), ensuring its integration into the National Statistics System (NSS);
National Coordinator of the Strategy (NC) responsible for the administrative and
technical work in the implementation of the plan in the country; and
Technical Working Group (TWG) covering different areas of agriculture tasked to
assist the NC.

Data reporting status

In addition to helping establish national governance structures, the follow-up missions assisted in
speeding up the first stage of the CA process and data collection. So far 42 questionnaires used for
assessing statistical capacity and needs as well as for obtaining minimum core data have been
received (out of the 54 assessed countries). This represents a response rate of 78%, which is lower
than that in 2007 but higher than in 2009 (see Chart 1 in Annex 1). It has to be noted, however, that
for this latest assessment, greater efforts have been made by countries to respond to questions which
in the past were often ignored (e.g. on financial and human resources) although that this is still
missing in some cases

3.

Data verification and validation

Due to technical difficulties experienced by some countries in the use of the web application,
questionnaires were generally submitted to the AfDB by email. Received questionnaires were
carefully verified, while any missing and/or inconsistent information was reported back to countries
concerned for completion and/or correction. In other cases, corrections were carried out using
complementary data from alternative sources. By adopting this approach, only validated
questionnaire data were passed on for data input and processing.
6

4.

Data capture and processing

Data were captured and processed using two different means:
a) An Excel model was formulated to capture relevant information for the calculation of the
ASCIs; and
b) Epi-Data software was used to capture all data for a comprehensive results tabulation.
4.1.

Calculation of ASCIs

The ASCIs are grouped into four categories in accordance with the global standard guidelines
developed for that purpose (FAO, 2013). The categories are as follows: (i) Prerequisites –
Indicators on Institutional infrastructure; (ii) Input Dimension – Indicators on Resources; (iii)
Throughput Dimension – Indicators on Statistical Methods and Practices; and (iv) Output
Dimension – Indicators on Availability of Statistical Information. The Excel Model to generate
ASCIs has been based on the above four dimensions, and takes account of respective elements
within each of them. The four dimensions have been aggregated into a composite indicator to
enable country ranking according to the level of development of the national agricultural statistical
systems as a whole. Furthermore, the ASCI Model allows automatic generation of Radar and
Histogram charts to ease the analysis of resulting indicators.
4.2.

Epi-Data software

A comprehensive data input system has been designed with Epi-Data, a software which is used to
capture the data and enables the necessary checks and value labels to produce high data quality.
Validated data have been exported to SPSS for further processing and generation of result tables.

5.

Data tabulation and analysis

Data have been comprehensively tabulated and analyzed using SPSS, whilst MS-Excel was used in
graphical analysis. A tabulation plan (list of possible tables) was previously prepared to report on
the frequencies of facts by country and/or correlation between them. A comparative analysis of the
assessment results over three successive cycles (2007, 2009 and 2012) was also conducted to
compare the agricultural statistics activities or performance on the African continent over the
period.
Furthermore, country profiles, grouping and ranking have been established and analyzed
exhaustively (using the ASCI Model) to depict the development level of the national agricultural
statistical systems on the African continent vis-à-vis the above-mentioned four dimensions and their
respective elements.

6.

Some selected key preliminary results: Case of Uganda

6.1.

Profile of the agricultural statistics capacity of Uganda
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Charts 2 to 6 presented in Annex 2 show the profile of Uganda through its ASCIs level in terms of:
(i) the four statistical dimensions (Chart 2) and (ii) the elements within each of the dimensions
(from Charts 3 to 6). They also reveal Uganda’s level of statistical capacity compared to the average
of all reporting countries.
6.2.

Ranking of Uganda’s Capacity Indicators vis-à-vis other reporting countries

Charts 7 to Chart 11 show the ranking of Uganda in terms of its composite capacity indicator (Chart
7) as well as for each Capacity Dimension (Charts 8 to 11) compared to other reporting countries.

7.

Experience and lessons learnt

7.1.

Requirement to adapt the standard CA instruments to the regional context and
specificities

In Africa, the CA standard questionnaire has been reviewed to take account of lessons learnt from
previous similar assessments as well as the African context and specificities. In that context: (i) the
main questionnaire has been structured into three modules to report on information of a general
nature, from the National Bureau of Statistics, and from specific subsectors of agriculture
individually, hence avoiding possible omission and/or duplication of data (e.g. on financial and
human resources); (ii) key guidelines, concepts and definitions have been incorporated directly into
the questionnaire to ease the completion of the questionnaire and ensure a common understanding
of what is required; (iii) standards and African questions (variables and modalities) have been
mapped to ensure an easy interpretation of the resulting ASCIs for Africa, as well as their
comparability with those of other regions; (iv) two Excel templates have been developed to report
on an extended list of the Minimum Core Data sets and on their quality respectively, hence going
beyond what is required by the standard questionnaire (e.g. data reported exclusively for major
selected commodity groups: crop production, livestock production, etc.); (v) the three CA
instruments have beenprepared in both English and French, so that countries can use them in their
respective official languages.
7.2.

Importance of field-testing the CA instruments

The field-testing of the CA instruments has proved very useful for their fine-tuning and finalization,
and to ensure that they are adapted to the context and real needs of the exercise. The field-testing
also helped to identify potential problems and constraints in advance, so that these may be resolved
as quickly as possible
7.3.

Development of a web-based application for data submission

A web-based application has been developed for the CA questionnaire model and Excel template, to
enable timely country data capture and submission. The application allows access to a flexible,
graphically rich navigation tool. It includes rules to avoid and/or mitigate any possible manual data
capture. Authorized users are able to fill in the three instruments in English or French.
However, given that some countries encountered difficulties in achieving uninterrupted access to
internet connectivity, allowance was made for these countries to submit their data by email. This
has required centralizing the data capture at regional (AfDB) level.
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However, for any future CA cycles, the web-based application will be the only tool available for
data submission. It is envisioned that this tool will be enhanced to include features for data checking
and validation by countries. At the regional level, additional data management features will need to
be incorporated in the application to enable automatic generation of ASCIs and standard results
tables.
7.4.

Usefulness of the training workshop on CA instruments and process

The selection and training of representatives from two key institutions in each country (Ministry of
Agriculture and the National Statistical Office) has established good collaboration and coordination
of the work program. Concepts and definitions were well explained and understood, and guidance
on conducting the CA process as a whole was provided. This has significantly improved the quality
of collected data, while ensuring awareness of the importance of the CA exercise to those most
directly involved.
7.5.

CA follow-up missions (including virtual follow-up through emails and telephone
calls), data checks and the validation process

Follow-up missions have helped to boost the CA process by (i) assisting countries to set up national
governance structures, (ii) ensuring that the national Technical Working Groups are well
established (with representatives from all agricultural subsectors), functioning appropriately (by
submitting their respective CA data) and well coordinated (by the National Strategy Coordinators
who organize meetings for data consolidation and validation). This has helped to foster an excellent
teamwork spirit among officials, while ensuring the required quality of the compiled data.
However, some countries have encoutered difficulties in securing funding for their Technical
Working Group meetings. Some other countries have had difficulty in completing the questionnaire
within the stipulated deadline, simply because the National Statistical Offices and line ministries
responsible for each agricultural subsector are not housed at the same location. Furthermore, some
of the requested data were considered sensitive and were being detained by non-statistical units (e.g.
financial and human resources information, etc.), which explains the difficulties in procuring them
on time.
In any case, regular follow-ups and interactions with countries through emails and telephone calls
have proved to be very useful in finding solutions to problems encountered by national staff
carrying out statistical work. Continuous communications have also allowed countries to gain
clarification on how to complete the questionnaire and/or to feed back missing information in real
time, thereby ensuring data quality and completeness.
However, it should be noted that the follow-up and monitoring to ensure timely responses from
countries proved to be necessary in many cases. A lot of pressure was therefore exerted on the
countries to respond in a timely, comprehensive and consistent manner to all questions. Every
completed questionnaire was indeed considered valid after it was thoroughly checked before data
capture and processing.
7.6.

Development of an adapted Excel Model to generate ASCIs (single and
aggregated/composite indicators) and related charts

The ASCI model is very simple and useful in the sense that it provides a framework for data capture
and automatic generation of all indicators (for each element and dimension, and the composite
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indicator of all dimensions). The model also allows the formulation of charts that highlight country
profile and development level of national agricultural statistics system by element and dimension.
The lack of the final official version of the standard guidelines at the time of calculating the ASCIs
for Africa was a constraint. However, the established mapping between standard and Africa
variables and questions is transparent enough to enable a good understanding, interpretation, and
comparability of relevant indicators.
7.7.

Going beyond the simple ASCI calculation: Trend and comparative analysis of CA
cycle data

In addition to generating the expected ASCIs, Africa has been able to produce results tables that
have proved similar to those of previous CA cycles. This has enabled analysis and comparison of
trends over time. A comprehensive report of the ASCIs results and trends over time is being
prepared.
7.8.

Need for a workshop for countries to review, endorse, and own the ASCI results

A workshop is planned to enable African countries to share and discuss the ASCI results. This will
be an opportunity for them to endorse and own the results of the exercise.

8.

Conclusions

The preliminary ASCIs shown in Charts 2 to 11 at the end of this paper illustrate some of the CA
results. A comprehensive report is being prepared and will be published in due course. Yet, even a
brief perusal of these charts shows how useful they are in profiling the current development level of
a country’s agricultural statistics systems, in terms of the capacities of their institutional
infrastructure, resources, statistical methods and practices and availability of statistical information.
The ASCIs exercise represents the first such analysis for the continent and the experience and
lessons learnt in the process should be utilized to inform and improve future similar exercises.
When these ASCIs are published regularly, it will facilitate the M&E of progress achieved in
implementing the Africa Action Plan.
It cannot be emphasized enough that the quality of the ASCIs relies heavily on the information
reported directly by countries, particularly in terms of accuracy and completeness. This package of
composite indicators plays a crucial role in contributing to the establishment of robust national
agricultural statistical systems. For this reason, countries need to be made aware of the importance
of responding in a more timely and comprehensive manner to future country assessments of this
kind.
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ANNEXES
Annex 1 – Reporting status of different CA cycles
Chart 1 - Trend of CA data reporting
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Annex 2 – Example of Charts representing ASCIs
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Chart 6 - Capacity Dimension IV (Output): Availability of
Statistical Information in Uganda (%)
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Chart 7 - Ranking countries according to the overall composite capacity indicator (%)
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Chart 8 - Ranking countries according to the capacity of the Institutional Infrastructure (%)

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

60

Chart 9 - Ranking countries according to the capacity of the Resources (%)
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Chart 10 - Ranking countries according to the capacity of Stat Methods & Practices (%)
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Chart 11 - Ranking countries according to the capacity of Availability of Stat information (%)
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