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I. Background and assessment methodology 
 
1. This report reviews the practices involved in the production of basic economic statistics 
in Africa for the compilation of national accounts.  The various assessments of the 
implementation of the 1993 System of National Accounts (SNA93) mainly focus on the scope of 
accounts compiled and their conceptual compliance, without due consideration being given to 
the quality of data sources.  
 
2. Therefore, for each data source – censuses, surveys and administrative records - the 
report will review its quality, sampling frames and business registers, methods of data collection 
and classifications.  It will also exa mine the potential use of administrative data and data 
processing techniques in the production of national accounts. 
  
3. The expert group meeting and workshop on basic economic statistics highlighted the 
increasing importance of using administrative data for more efficiency, which requires better 
coordination within national statistical systems, and the availability of qualified statisticians, at 
line ministries to ensure quality. 
 
4. The group also noted that, in order to compile national accounts, the coverage of data 
sources had to be significantly improved, including the availability of policy-relevant data and 
data that met the needs of society at large.  Better monitoring of user needs was required to 
ensure a more timely response and better statistics, and to improve the image of the national 
statistical system.  
 
5. Data gaps were identified in the following subject areas in the international classifications 
(CITI): short -term indicators required by policy makers and the business community; detailed 
data broken down by activity, product and region; construction statistics; statistics from the 
service sector, including retail, information and communication technology (ICT) and 
employment statistics. 
 
 II.  Economic censuses and surveys 
 
6. The frequency and coverage of surveys and censuses represent a serious concern; these 
activities are not conducted regularly, even though surveys should be conducted every two years 
and censuses every five or ten years. The most common types of surveys include agricultu ral 
surveys, industrial surveys, household surveys, labour force surveys and population censuses. So 
far, a limited number of countries have extensive coverage in terms of economic classifications 
(CITI), but the service sector, including, hotels, transportation, and retail, as well as non -
governmental organizations and non-profit institutions are less covered by surveys and censuses. 
  
7. The methods of data collection include requests by mail or interviews or both, but the 
result is a very low response rate, often less than 50 per cent.  Rigorous action is therefore 
required to identify more effective ways of improving the response rate, such as a more 
systematic use of specially trained interviewers and recognition of the need to develop integrated 
surveys in order to reduce the response burden, and reinforcement of the statistical laws. 
 
8. A more integrated approach to the organization and conduct of survey programmes is 
therefore required to improve their efficiency in the use of common classifications, ensure more 
uniformity in the definition of data items, avoid duplication in collection arrangements, cut data 
collection costs and lower the response burden. 
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9. According to country practices, several institutions may be involved in conducting 
surveys and censuses.  In some cases, the statistical offices conduct surveys with the support of 
branches, which are responsible for collecting raw data and then feeding them to the statistical 
offices. In other cases, the statistical offices are not sufficiently involved in the surveys and 
censuses, as is the case with the agriculture, handicraft or education surveys. 
 
10. In any event, the coordination role of national statistical offices (NSOs) should be 
reinforced and these offices should strive to collaborate with line ministries in the coordination, 
technical support and design of surveys. In addition, statistical coordination committees should 
be established to develop an integrated system for companies.  The coordination committee 
should consist of statisticians representing the stakeholders, such as the Ministries of Industry, 
Tourism, Education and Finance and the central bank, with the task of developing common 
questionnaires, common classifications and common identification numbers. To reduce the 
volume o f the questionnaires, information already available from financial statements should not 
be requested. 
 
11.  Existing surveys and censuses are geared mainly to market activities, even though many 
African countries are non -market economies with the subsistence and informal sectors 
representing significant sources of employment and earnings.  The absence of informal sector 
surveys is therefore a serious shortcoming. 
 
12. Consequently, compilation of statistics reflecting the informal sector should be a regular 
operation of statistical offices, not one carried out on ad hoc basis or reliant on donor funding. In 
this connection, the conceptual definitions of the scope of the informal sector as outlined by the 
Delhi Group and the 1993 System of National Accounts (SNA93) should be used as guidelines 
for a review of the types of the units covered by basic economic statistics, and a unified data 
collection strategy should be developed. 
 
III. Administrative records  
 
13. The level of use of administrative records depen ds on full collaboration within the 
national statistical system, but so far, African countries use administrative records only sparingly 
and still rely heavily on surveys.   Some NSOs have started using administrative data on an 
incremental basis as an integral part of national economic statistics programmes. 
 
14. According to the workshop, administrative data are fragmented, with a high degree of 
incoherence in conceptual frameworks, classifications and identification numbers.  These data 
are also not comp iled in a database due to the continued resistance to grant NSOs access to such 
data. However, NSOs have yet to undertake a rigorous assessment of the reliability and 
representativeness of available administrative records, and significant investments are required to 
develop the capability to use them efficiently. 
 
15. Given the decisive role of financial statements, statistical offices request them either 
directly by mail from companies or through their custodians, such as the tax revenue authority. 
Extensive collaboration between statistical offices, central banks and the revenue authority on 
the use of administrative records should be strengthened. The three institutions should also take 
the lead role in developing integrated economic surveys with a special focus on variables that are 
missing from the financial statements, in order to reduce the response burden. 
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IV.   Sampling frame and business registers 
 
16. The unavailability or reliable and updated survey frames and lists is the most 
fundamental and common problem faced by countries in Africa, which conduct their surveys and 
censuses without using adequate business registers.  As a result, the reliability and results of the 
surveys are questionable; in particular, sampling frames and extrapolation of survey results and 
estimates of statistical errors are often not consistent with sound statistical methodologies. 
Moreover, most national statistical offices in Africa do not consider the establishment and 
systematic updating of statistical business registers as necessary preconditions for an effective 
programme of economic surveys. 
 
17. Outdated business registers are the result of inadequate funding and priority setting and 
poor collaboration between national agencies, because each institution at country level has its own 
identification numbers and its own classifications. In addition, there is no mandatory requirement 
for companies to update the central business register at the statistical offices along with value-
added tax (VAT) databases or other registers. 
 
18. Further collaboration is required to update the business registers and monitor the creation, 
change of status or winding-up of companies, and to develop common classifications, common 
identification numbers and statistical laws imposing reporting obligations on non-operating 
companies.  This will facilitate the reconciliation of the central business register with the VAT 
registers and other existing lists.  In addition, small and family companies may be reconciled 
with population censuses, and comp anies which cannot be verified using these methods may be 
checked in economic censuses in order to update the business register. 
  
19. Efforts should be made to use the “establishment” as the observation unit for the business 
register to comply with the requirements of SNA93, Rev.1 and for the provision of more 
homogeneous activity data and a more accurate regional breakdown. 
 
20. The most efficient and reliable way of conducting economic surveys is to use the 
business register.  Countries are therefore encouraged to develop strategic programmes to 
establish and improve such registers, preferably using common registers and common identifier.  
Despite its high cost, the updating of business registers is necessary and should be considered a 
high-priority statistical operation.  
 
V.   Sound data processing  for national accounts 
 
21. Statistical offices process data with various statistical packages according to their human 
and financial resources, adequate software and experienced, well-trained statisticians are therefore 
required and regular training on statistical packages is necessary. 
 
22. However, processing data for national accounts remains a challenge for national 
accountants, who are under-staffed and under-equipped, with the result that the main users of basic 
economic statistics are not reaping the benefits of having multiple surveys and censuses conducted 
by the statistical offices. Consequently, survey and censuses results are not integrated into the 
national accounts, thus remaining less visible and less valued. 
 
 
 
 



E/ECA/ACS/STATCOM.I/12 
Page 4 
 

 

 
VI.  Statistical infrastructure and institutional issues  
 
23. Some of the difficulties encountered at the different stages of conducting censuses and 
surveys and improving and accessing administrative records or business registers can be ascribed 
to institutional issues.  Therefore, addressing coordination and collaboration issues at country level 
would be a major step toward improving the quality and availability of data sources.  The sharing 
of administrative data and their dissemination to users are necessary for the design of integrated 
surveys and the updating of business registers.  
 
24. To achieve these objectives, statistical laws should be drafted to facilitate the statistical 
operation and to ensure that agencies use common classifications and identification systems, and 
that companies are required to update registries concurrently. Various task forces should be 
established to design common surveys.  In addition, the statistical laws should supersede other 
laws concerning data confid entiality, to allow statistical offices to have access to all business 
registers and administrative data.  Consequently, the confidentiality of data collected by statistical 
offices should be further reinforced.   
 
VII.   Conclusions and recommendations 
 
25.  The meeting may wish to express its views on the following recommendations: 
 

Ø Increase the coverage of censuses and surveys;  
 
Ø Given their importance in Africa, the informal sector and non -market activities should 

be included in regular statistical operations; 
 
Ø Updating of business registers should be made a regular statistical operation; 

 
Ø Integrated surveys should be developed by national statistical systems for more 

efficiency, better response rates and a reduced response burden; 
 
Ø The various institutional issues involved in the compilation of statistics should be 

addressed by strengthening the collaboration between statistical offices and other data 
users and producers, including the adoption of memorandums of understanding and 
more effective statistical laws.
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