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Role of Statistics in Policy and Governance
 
Salutation:
Ministers and other Government Officials, if any present (optional) 
Governor Sir Dwight Venner
Senior Staff of the ECCB
Staff and presenters of International Organizations, and Regional Bodies
Facilitators and Fellow Statisticians
Participants from OECS and CARICOM Member States 
Good morning.

 

I bring you warm greetings from the Government and People of Grenada. Given that this Conference is occurring three years after the devastation of Hurricanes Ivan and Emily to our country in 2004 and 2005, respectively. I wish to express our eternal gratitude for the unstinting support received from all of you, which has been so instrumental in our rebuilding efforts. 
 
In the aftermath of Ivan in particular, our people have become far more vigilant - treating all facets of disaster preparedness and management with the seriousness it deserves. 
The recent alarm over Hurricane Felix confirmed the enduring lessons learned from Ivan, as Grenadians flocked to stores to stock up on critical emergency supplies. Hurricane Felix dealt a significant blow to our agriculture sector further retarding the growth of the prized nutmeg and banana crops. A full damage assessment is forthcoming. But the recent experience of Hurricane Ivan also holds important statistical lessons for us in CARICOM and the OECS. 
I recall the limited statistical capacity to undertake rapid assessments of the hurricane devastation and equally important, the methodological deficiencies with the research frame for rapid assessments on devastation on such a vast scale. 
 
With global attention focused on the consequences of global climate change, particularly those related to rising sea levels and the possible submerging of some small states, addressing these niggling statistical challenges as a component of natural disaster planning and management systems will continue to be essential. 
Please allow me to proffer a few remarks, which more directly match the theme of your conference over the next three days. Having spent the first part of my professional life as a statistician, I’m most grateful for the invitation to exchange some views with you on the “Role of Statistics in Policy and Governance”. It is not often that I’m afforded the opportunity to speak on a theme which joins my previous endeavor as a statistician with my present role as a public official engaged in policy formulation at the highest level. 
I should like too to express my appreciation to the ECCB, the OECS Secretariat and the other support institutions for hosting this important initiative at this time. 
I feel sure that my colleague Heads of the OECS Authority would wish me to express our collective gratitude that this initiative follows so soon after we endorsed a recommendation to strengthen statistical capabilities among OECS Countries, at our most recent Meeting of the OECS Authority.
 

Ladies and Gentlemen, our Governments have all endorsed the Millennium Development Agenda which contain clear benchmarks and targets for poverty reduction, hunger, child mortality and the reduction of the increasing incidences of persons with HIV/AIDS, among others. 
The role of statistics, in measuring progress in all these areas of poverty reduction and overall social and economic development continues to be paramount, if Developing Countries, such as ours are to monitor progress on all these fronts, and where possible, to re-calibrate efforts in order to ensure greater delivery. 
 
We live in an era where there is an increasing demand for transparency and inclusiveness in virtually every facet of public policy-making. Indeed, there is an increasing appetite for information regarding not only the processes, but the outcome of policy-making. 
It is my belief, that good governance is important for all countries at all stages of development. Fostering good governance, through promoting public sector transparency and accountability, has appropriately received much attention from the Bretton Woods Institutions, as well as from our own CDB and ECCB. 
 
Increasingly, the agenda has expanded from encouraging countries to correct macro-economic imbalances, reduce inflation, and undertake essential trade exchanges and other market reforms aimed at improving efficiency and growth, to include other institutional issues. 
 
Such institutional issues include: improving the management of public resources, supporting the development and maintenance of a transparent and stable economic and regulatory environment conducive to efficient private sector activities among others. 
 
These traditional public policy economic issues and the subsequent extensions fall within the realm of what one might term “economic governance” and it is largely to these issues that I wish to confine my remarks this morning. 
 
In so doing, I fully recognize that it is difficult if not impossible to separate these economic aspects of governance from the political aspects. In fact, no such convenient distinctions exist either in the minds of our constituents, or in the discourse of parliamentary oppositions across the region.  
 
However, in treating with the subject of statistics, policy and governance, it is necessary to establish some boundaries so as to shape the scope of our intervention. In this respect I associate quite closely with the approach, definition and principles agreed to by the IMF, in our Declaration Partnership for Sustainable Global Growth adopted by the Interim Committee in 1996.
 
I also accept, as a truism, that Governance issues are relevant to all Member Countries, although the problems may differ depending on the particular economic systems, institutions and economic situations.
When I examine the role of Statistics in this process of policy making say three decades ago, compared to today, at least three clear shifts are evident. 
In order to understand the first of these three shifts, assume that for countries with a democratic tradition, that policy making can be decomposed into four steps; not necessarily four discreet steps, but four steps nonetheless, along a continuum. These include: (1) open consultations; (2) program design and policy choice; (3) forecasting and (4) monitoring policy implementation and evaluating outcomes.  
The first clearly evident shift, perhaps induced by increasing calls for transparency and inclusiveness, is a change from statistics being applied to the last two stages, forecasting and monitoring, to statistics being a requirement of virtually every stage of our theoretic “policy making continuum”. 
 
The second clear shift emerges from the extension of statistical information to plan and implement policy, and to evaluate performance in an increasing number of new areas, such as health, social services and poverty reduction.
The third discernable shift is that the private sector is now demanding a more diversified and wider range of statistical information, for business decision making. Indeed in many instances the demand for such information by the private sector closely rivals the demand for information by the public sector – or by the state. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, the word statistics derives from the word, “state”, a recognition that the early place of statistics as we practice the science today, related to the fact that statistics were collected to manage the affairs of state. The fact that within the past decades many regional “cutting edge” private sector firms are making such high use of our statistical information is thus significant. 
 

Many of these shifts would have been observed in more Developed Economies over a period greater than the three-decade span mentioned earlier. Within the CARICOM however, these three shifts stand out, certainly for me as Statistician. 
 

Today more so that at any time hitherto, sound statistics improves the transparency and accountability of policy making, both of which are essential for good governance, by enabling electorates to judge the success of government policies and to hold their governments accountable for said policies. 
 

Indeed the brand of “evidence-based policy making” which we have been advocating adds to transparency and accountability, which will be difficult to achieve in the absence of reliable statistics. Such sound statistics is our greatest safeguard in restraining the governance system from making ad-hoc or capricious choices.  
 
Given the simple theoretic frame with I’ve established, there are several areas where I believe that greater attention is required if we are to evince a process of   “Evidence-based Policy Making” which our constituents are rightly demanding. 
 

Every once in a while I’m alarmed by the fact that both scholarly publications and policy documents today, suffer from the same drawbacks as similar publications and policy briefs of three decades ago –being unable to explore this most interesting phenomenon. This is particularly disturbing as it renders inoperable, many of the sophisticated analytical tools that have been developed over the last twenty to thirty years. 
Statistics for critical services sectors continue to be a constant source of bother; particularly as the OECS countries are primarily services-oriented. 
 
Reassuringly though, as I undertake a cursory perusal of various statistical publications as I’m inclined to do from time to time, I come across individual instances among Member States, which could act as “best practice” for the remainder of countries. For this reason I was delighted to see that this Conference proposes to draw on such best practice cases, so that they can become further institutionalized across our region. 
Unemployment Statistics can be estimated throughout the OECS by sample tools. A reliable mechanism should be developed across the Region utilising organizations such as the NIS, Large Co-operations, and Construction Industry etc.  
Let me publicly recognize the contribution being played by the Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO) in providing us with statistics on the Tourism sector. 
 
This demonstrates to me that with the right balance of user interest and institutional commitment that quantum improvement in our statistical capabilities can be achieved. But even the CTO must recognize that its work is far from complete, as many of us would wish to see an improvement in the data on visitor expenditures, among other areas. 
The work of the ECCB, is a “lock up” in West Indian parlance, in the sense that if we were to attempt to compensate the Bank and its staff for the continuing efforts with macro-economic and financial information, it would drive us to “prison for bad debt”.
 
We have also witnessed a surge in the demand for statistics on the social sectors of education, health, HIV-AIDS, and on poverty reduction. Here too statistics plays a pivotal role in monitoring progress towards the internationally agreed Millennium Development Goals (MDG).  
 
 
 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, in this context reliable statistics are essential in describing the everyday reality of people’s lives.  It provides the evidence required to develop and monitor effective development policies it highlights where resources are most needed, and provides the means to track progress and assess the impact of alternative policies.  
 
But while statistics today enjoys perhaps is highest profile ever, many of our countries lag in providing the capacity to produce, analyze and use the range of quality statistics required to drive all elements of the MDG Agenda. 
 
I consider this quite serious, since where progress cannot be objectively measured Governments will be incapable of intensifying efforts, re-calibrating public policy or deploying increased resources to achieve critical MDG objectives. In short, good governance is compromised, since governments are unlikely to be accountable for many of the decisions which are made and our People remain poor because of this. 
 
In all this as statisticians we must recognize, that statistics is often viewed as being analogous to expensive medicine. Hardly anyone bothers with it, indeed no one is prepared to pay for it until it is desperately needed – of course by the time the need arises, it is either too late or lacks the feasibility to generate meaningful outcomes. 
 
Colleagues, I have consistently rejected the notion that the countries that need statistics most are often those that can least afford it. As statisticians we continue to face the challenge of explaining that in actual fact, resource-limited countries are the countries that can ill-afford not to have good statistics. It has always been my contention that it is good statistics that will “reduce the cost of being wrong,” as it enhances the possibility of scarce developmental resources being deployed as effectively as possible. 
 
Rather than it being viewed as an expense, “resource-limited” countries should commit to making the requisite investments in statistics, which has proven to pay significant dividends through improving resource allocation.
 
My own country Grenada continues to suffer from many of the same deficiencies of limited capacity and resource constraints in statistics as many other OECS countries. However, we have been undertaking a number of initiatives in the area of statistics and public information in general, aimed at improving transparency and accountability. 
 
I truly view the field of statistics and the several weighty issues surrounding the development of an adequate statistical capacity among OECS countries as part of our continuing agenda. As the OECS countries continue to strive towards the operationalization of the OECS Economic Union, within the framework of the CSME, 

I’m convinced that we will need to accord a renewed, special focus on our statistics capacity. 
For those of you, who continue to labor in the vineyard, let me again extend my own deep appreciation for the strides that you have already brought to our discipline. Know you all; there is a renaissance occurring in your field and I implore you to remain on the forefront of developments in your chosen specialization.
Suggestions: A pool of technical experts should be sought to develop and support a quality statistics department that includes Human Resource and equipment throughout the OECS. Sample Statistical Tools should be recommended for different activities to aid the Region’s work. Those Statisticians who are unproductive and/or not committed should be removed.
 

I wish you a successful conference and greatly anticipate the recommendations which will emanate and pledge now my commitment to advancing them to my colleague Heads of Government.
 
 

