
SOME VIEWS ON THE CREATION OF A 
BLUEPRINT FOR 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL INFORMATION 

by Gérard Chenais 

These views are drawn from the writer’s experience as a director or technical adviser to statistics 
directors and his involvement in the national plans for the development of information 
technology. 

They are based on the idea that it might be possible to match the need currently being expressed 
for control over the development of the national statistical information system of African 
countries1 (a concern which is ultimately as old as statistics themselves) with the use of the 
RACINES method (for the rationalisation of information technology choices), which was 
originally a method used by IT experts to devise information technology blueprints and which, at 
the instigation of the French Ministry of Co-operation2, is becoming a method whereby users 
devise blueprints for information systems. The fact that information technology is the preferred 
tool for the processing of data by statistics services increases that convergence. 

The rest of this article will attempt to suggest ways of adapting the essential principles of the 
method to the context of statistics. 

1.  The principles of the RACINES method 

Here we shall consider only those points which are applicable to statistical information in general. 
Quotations from the reference work (see note 2 on this page) are printed in quotation marks and 
italicised. 

1.1 Preparations 

Before launching a blueprint project it is essential to evaluate whether it is appropriate and to 
ensure that the necessary human resources will be available for the planned duration. “Such a 
project cannot be conducted in an institution which is not ready for it. The client’s political will 
to devise and execute the blueprint must be resolute” and “be expressed in general guidelines and 
very precise objectives, and in the adoption of measures concerning the availability of the 
personnel concerned.” 

1.2 Operating structures 

“The project is conducted by various control and operating structures established officially in 
Stage I.” 

                                                      
1  Cf. for example the Addis Ababa Action Plan and the STATECO articles. 

2  See the reference work from which we have borrowed many points: “The RACINES method implemented by 
users”, edition revised by a working party at the instigation of the Ministry of Co-operation, published in 1993 and 
distributed by the French Documentation Service. (The first edition published by the French Documentation 
Service in 1988 is sold out). 



Their role and composition are set out in the table below (taken from the reference work): 

Structures Role Typical composition 

Management Committee 
(MC) 

Client Chairman: the most senior official 

 Decision-making body Members: managers, decision-
makers 

Project Group (PG) Supervisor PG official and perhaps a deputy 

 Executive body Members: 4 to 8 decision-makers 
or managers 

User Group (UG) Advisory body Representatives of user services 

Working parties supporting the 
PG 

Specialist services and 
external experts 

Advisory bodies Experts 

1.3 A desire to communicate expertise 

“A principle of the RACINES method is to allow existing structures to conduct the process of 
devising the blueprint themselves. However, where these structures do not have the statistical 
planning expertise, they need the support of an expert in this method.” 

“This expert, who may be called a training expert, communicates his expertise, mainly to the 
project group, at crucial moments in the blueprint project via low-key training and advisory 
measures. He takes charge of the indirect monitoring of the project by preparing check points in 
which he plays no direct part.” 

“The project must be conducted in such a way that an in-house team is capable of developing and 
improving the blueprint document after assimilating the basic principles for the planning of 
statistical operations.” 

1.4 A multi-stage approach 

“The entire process, divided into 5 stages, makes it possible to spread out the problems and solve 
them one at a time.” (Figure 1) 



Figure 1 General diagram of a blueprint project 
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taken from “The RACINES method implemented by users”. 

Stage I 

Project launch: arrive at a precise definition of the roles and objectives of the project, set up the 
operating structures and adopt a project specification. 



Stage II 

Report on the existing situation and general guidelines: analyse the situation and needs of users, 
define the target system. 

Stage III 

Scenarios: produce purposeful but realistic plans by comparing several scenarios for achieving 
the target system. 

Stage IV 

Annual action plans: decide and adhere to one of the scenarios once it has been chosen, evaluate 
the various projects. 

Stage V 

Implementation and monitoring of the execution of the blueprint: ensure rigorous execution. 

1.5. Check points as the project progresses 

“Each stage has to pass a check point. This check point allows the Management Committee to 
ensure that all the action points and necessary validations have been carried out and that all the 
appropriate decisions have been taken before initiating the next stage.” 

“Thus, a blueprint project is a progressive process of validation and decisions.” 

2.  Some general remarks on statistics 

If we wish to control the development of the national statistical information system, it is essential 
to bear in mind the intangible elements of the system. 

2.1 The current environment 

This means primarily the permanent economic conditions (geography, natural resources, 
population), then the cultural, administrative and political environment and finally international 
relations. In particular, governments have often entered upon national economic and social 
development plans or adjustment programmes: these will have to serve as the framework for the 
blueprint, which should ideally form an element of such programmes as well as contributing to 
them. A “literary” model (as opposed to a quantified model) describing the general pattern of the 
national economy might be used as the benchmark for quantification and analysis. 

The statistical system should be modelled on this profile, particularly its dominant features; it 
always is shaped by history. The constant danger is that short-term economic considerations may 
be allowed to overshadow long-term interests. 



2.2  Statistics: supply and demand 

The permanent aim is to match the supply of statistics with the demand within the constraints of 
the current resources and the economic, cultural, administrative and political environment. 

We can distinguish between the actual supply and the target supply and between the expressed 
demand and the target demand: 

• the target demand depends on the state of the art as regards analysis geared to the current 
environment; 

• the target supply is then determined by the state of the art as regards the production of 
statistics to meet target demand; the statistician’s professionalism may be assessed as his 
ability to produce the target supply; international recommendations attempt to set out the 
main points of target supply. 

Since demand is practically unlimited, it is therefore always necessary: 

• to establish priorities: this is not solely up to the statisticians; 

• to aim at optimum productivity of the available resources: that is a matter for statisticians. 

We must never forget the lesson taught by experience, namely that the poorer the understanding 
and conceptual mastery of anything, the greater the demand for information about it. 

Hence the permanent guidelines (Figure 2): 

• help to develop expressed demand into “state of the art” demand; 

• develop actual production towards the corresponding “state of the art” production. 

The quality of statistics depends on how the users intend to use them. As a rule, they must be: 

• accessible to those for whom they are intended: there is little point in production without 
distribution; 

• relevant, i.e. defined by the analyses for which users will use them; 

• honest, i.e. they must actually represent what they are supposed to represent: this necessitates 
explanation and clarification when the statistics are distributed; 

• delivered on time, which means that they must reach the users when needed; this leads us to 
introduce the concept of a distribution deadline ("best before date"). 

Finally, we must always bear in mind that there is no automatic functional link between statistics 
and the expected political decision; the sphere of the statistician should therefore end where the 
sphere of the decision-maker begins. 
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2.3 Information sources and the production of statistics 

The information used to produce official statistics is initially available from enterprises, 
individuals and public authorities and agencies; the latter may have access to data concerning the 
former as sub-products of activities falling within the strict framework of their duties and they 
may comprise sectoral statistical services. To complete the table, we still have to add the National 
Statistics Department. 

As regards how the production of statistics, taken on its own, is organised in institutional terms, 
there are two basic questions: 

• who does what? 

• who decides how it is done? 

The answers may vary according to the environment of the country, but it is vital that they be 
consistent and accompanied by practical provisions which make them operational. For example, it 
would be unrealistic to hope that a National Department could play a role of standardisation if 
there is no mechanism for official recognition of the standards adopted and for their eventual 
enforcement. 

The solutions adopted and the accompanying measures must form the subject of written 
legislation, but also and above all they must be accepted by all the players. 

3.  The blueprint for economic and social information 

3.1 Blueprint characteristics 

We prefer the term economic and social information to statistics, which, for many people, means 
a technique perceived as difficult and therefore reserved for professionals. A number of important 
decisions are legally reserved for non-statisticians (ministers, members of parliament, senior 
officials, magistrates, business managers, researchers); it is therefore vital to involve them in the 



design process – why not even give them a dominant role, thus making them take on their 
responsibilities? 

We intend to tackle the national information system as a whole, i.e. we need to consider the 
following simultaneously: production, demand, needs, producers, users, respondents, uses, 
available resources, legislation and regulations, conceptual and methodological instruments, etc. 
It will be desirable to divide this system into key areas: environment – demography – household 
living conditions, social accounting – market output – finance, money and credit – trade and 
prices – labour market – economic infrastructures – social infrastructures, etc., or any other 
breakdown suited to the priorities and particular profile of the country. 

However, the main aim of designing a blueprint is still primarily to produce a broad consensus 
document clearly stating the production objectives, the means to be deployed and the action 
which all parties involved intend to take together during the period chosen (generally the next 3 to 
5 years). We are therefore concerned not with desires or hopes but with planning a realistic 
programme which we impose on ourselves and which it will be largely up to professional 
statisticians to carry out; it is therefore they who must ensure that the programme is compatible 
with the resources provided (and not just the desirable resources). 

The nature, interconnection and scale of the measures which we decide to undertake are 
determined by taking account of an accurate description of the existing situation, clearly 
identified constraints of all kinds, the needs expressed by all the parties, the state of the statistical 
art, but also the essential characteristics of a general information system intended for the long 
term (10 years and beyond). The intermediate stages of the blueprint project can be used to assess 
these various points and to make the essential choices. 

When should we embark on such a project? Generally, when we wish to make substantial 
changes to the structure and dynamics of the information system. This means that a number of 
conditions must be met: a political will to proceed with these changes, a minimum level of 
enthusiasm on the part of the management team at the Statistics Department, a little bit of time 
(12 to 18 months) a good knowledge of the world of official statistics, a fairly peaceful political 
scene, a modicum of faith, luck and perhaps assistance in negotiating the most difficult 
challenges, and finally a tried and tested approach. 

The blueprint is also an instrument of diagnosis and dialogue, since studying the existing situation 
and seeking solutions to the defects found create opportunities for meetings between members of 
different services and people with different interests. For statisticians, it is a rare chance to make 
people fully appreciate the role which they have to play in administration, the special nature of 
their expertise and the constraints of their profession. It allows them to present budget arguments 
and to hold discussions with assistance agencies. 

3.2 The parties involved in a blueprint 

This means everyone concerned in the national statistical information system: political decision-
makers, statistics users, production partners, statisticians and respondents. 

1. Political decision-makers 

These are mainly the head of state and the ministers. It is for them to decide on the general 
development of the information system, the priorities and the financial resources to be devoted to 



it. The blueprint is a particularly important working instrument for them. It should be pointed out 
that they themselves use the information circulated and the analyses conducted. 

2. The users 

Statistics are produced in order to meet their needs. Their participation in the design of the 
blueprint is essential. Arrangements for consulting them must be made as part of the project: they 
know how the current output is used and what its limits are. They express their needs and their 
constraints. On the same occasion we can evaluate their analysis capability and their need for 
training on this subject. We may also discover unsuspected capabilities and original work. 

3. The partners 

This means all the government departments and various agencies which help to produce the 
statistics without themselves being statistical services. They take part in the collection or supply 
their own data for the production of official statistics. It is partly through them that administrative 
records can be exploited for statistical purposes. They must also be consulted on questions 
concerning statistical output. 

4. Statisticians 

These are officers from the National Statistics Department and the statistical services of the 
ministries or other agencies. They provide the experience and technical knowledge of the 
production and analysis of statistics. Via nomenclatures, accounting and analysis systems, the 
definition of fields and variables, methodologies, etc., they guarantee the proper co-ordination of 
the programmes on the various subjects chosen. They take part in identifying the projects which 
they will have to conduct. They will participate in the training of users and partners. 

5. The respondents 

These are all the private individuals and heads of businesses or agencies asked to reply to 
statistical surveys or to complete requests for information in the case of approaches to the public 
services. The quality of the information collected depends on their co-operation. It is essential to 
try to find out, through representative bodies, how they feel about these government 
investigations. 

6. Specialist services 

Certain specialist government services have to be involved in the blueprint project on account of 
their specific responsibilities. For example, there are those in charge of: 

• legal questions; 

• organisation and administrative reform; 

• government computer systems; 

• training; 

• internal communication; 

• government logistics. 



4. The method of producing a blueprint 

We assume that the need for a blueprint has been recognised and that the general objectives of the 
project have been drawn up by the political authority. 

We can start our initial examination by comparing the situation prevailing in the country with the 
general situation in Africa recorded when devising the strategy for implementing the Addis 
Ababa action plan for the development of statistics in Africa in the 1990s3 namely “the reasons 
for the deterioration in the standard of statistics in most African countries … ultimately include: 

• economic crises which have caused cuts in public spending; 

• lack of interest in quantitative formulation in development planning 

• the poor status of statistical services compared with other public services; 

• lax management of statistical services; 

• and competition between external and internal demands for statistical data.” 

It is a combination of these causes in varying proportions which is generally behind a country’s 
decision to produce a blueprint. The political authority must indicate what importance it intends 
to attach to rectifying each of these causes. 

4.1 Operating structures 

1. The Management Committee 

This is the decision-making body. Its composition will depend on the scale of the intended 
changes. 

If they are fundamental, it should preferably be chaired by the Prime Minister and be composed 
of people of ministerial rank (finance, planning, statistics, civil service, labour, governor of the 
central bank, education, for example); for operational reasons it will then be desirable to add a 
Technical Management Committee responsible for preparing the dossiers. 

If the changes are less radical, the Management Committee could be chaired by the minister 
responsible for statistics and consist of senior officials from selected ministries and agencies; if 
there is already a statistics Co-ordination Committee, it can perform the role of the Management 
Committee, though it may be necessary to modify its composition and mandate. 

It seems highly desirable for the official from the National Statistics Department to perform the 
role of secretary to the Management Committee or the Technical Management Committee. 

We must remember that the decisions of the Management Committee will have to be 
implemented by the most appropriate mechanisms. 

                                                      
3 ECA (Economic Commission for Africa): Draft directives on the evaluation of needs/ examination of the 

programme and devising of a strategy, doc. ECA/STAT/IAM, 1/92/2. 



2. The Project Group 

This is the agency which executes the directives of the Management Committee; it carries out the 
necessary studies, and proposes guidelines and decisions for the approval of the Management 
Committee in accordance with the stages of the method. Its head is chosen for his technical 
authority and competence, which must be beyond question; he must be a user rather than a 
statistician. Depending on the scale of the project, he may be assigned a deputy, and together they 
must work on the project full-time for its entire duration.  

Its members (between 4 and 8) are managerial staff from various services or agencies (finance, 
planning, university, central bank, chamber of commerce, labour, trade unions, etc.); together 
they have an overall view of the statistical information system, as they are not solely from 
government services; they are also chosen for their availability. They must have a good 
knowledge of the use of statistical information; it is not desirable for the majority of them to be 
statisticians. 

The work of the secretariat is important in such a project where meetings are held and documents 
are produced and circulated; the secretariat facilities must be planned as soon as the project is 
launched. 

3. The User Group 

This is the advisory body through which all users of statistics take part in the project and are kept 
informed. It will consist of representatives of each ministry or agency specifically concerned with 
the national system of statistics, including those previously identified as partners and 
representatives of businesses and households (as respondents). These users will be consulted 
when it is necessary to collect information on the current position, the need for statistics, 
deficiencies, difficulties, etc. 

In view of the size of the information system, it will be necessary to form working groups to 
tackle smaller scale topics or subjects in liaison with the Project Group, and more particularly 
with one of its members. 

4. Specialist services 

These are a selection of specialists who provide support for the Project Group on questions of 
organisation, regulations or various techniques (information technology, communications, 
training, etc.). External statisticians may be called in if the specialist expertise is lacking (national 
accounts, sampling plan, cartography, modelling, data processing, etc.). They can also join in the 
working groups. 

5. Training expert 

If we consider that the structures which can be set up have insufficient expertise in statistical 
planning, it will be preferable to bring in an external training expert as provided for by the 
RACINES method. It is for the politicians to decide on this. A number of donors have already 
demonstrated their willingness to assist in this area. 



4.2 The approach 

1. Stage I: Project launch 

The political decision-makers produce a document specifying the reasons for the project and set 
up the Management Committee and the Project Group. 

The Management Committee drafts a general guidance memo defining how the public sector 
might evolve during the period covered by the project, and restates the objectives of the blueprint 
in relation to these guidelines. 

The Project Group draws up the project specification: detailed objectives, resources required and 
timetable. It also prepares the draft memo deciding the composition of the User Group and the 
project launch. 

First check point: The Management Committee approves the various documents submitted to it 
and distributes them. The project is effectively launched. 

2. Stage II: Report on the existing situation and general guidelines 

This is the longest and most difficult stage. It is necessary to avoid confining ourselves to 
generalisations or becoming enmeshed in details. Many meetings with users and statisticians will 
have to be arranged; do not under-estimate the time this will take. A number of working papers 
will have to be drafted to record and analyse the information to be collected. Collating the 
information should make it possible to describe the current position, identify weaknesses and 
strengths and to define the main themes and the dynamics. Given this report and the general 
objectives assigned to the Project Group, it will be possible to construct a statistical information 
system aimed at a 10 to 15 year period4 and to propose the general guidelines whereby we hope 
to achieve this target system. The Stage IV action plans will concern only the period chosen for 
the blueprint, namely 3 to 5 years. 

The stage will end with a check point when the Management Committee will ensure that all users 
have had the chance to comment and will validate the content of a “Report and Guidelines” 
document presented by the Project Group. 

Report on the current position 

First we must describe the current position regarding the system of economic and social 
information and the human, material and financial resources available; all deficiencies will be 
carefully recorded, but without conducting the analysis as if it were an audit, which would be 
liable to create hold-ups and unnecessary conflicts. The following must be examined: 

• the institutional system (current legislation); 

• the organisation of production in general (who is in charge of what) divided into main areas 
and specifying for each one: 

                                                      
4  As population censuses are generally conducted every 10 years, there are arguments in favour of a period slightly 

longer than 10 years. 



• the human resources, including external assistance; 

• the material resources available (premises, vehicles, data processing equipment, 
documentation, etc.); 

• in-service training in statistics; 

• budgets and external financial support; 

• nomenclatures, standards and conceptual frameworks, etc., official and commonly used; 

• research on statistics; 

• sampling bases and directories which may be used; 

• recent, current and planned statistical projects (surveys, censuses, exploitation of 
records); 

• analyses which have been conducted; 

• distribution of statistics and analyses. 

• the main users of statistics, examining in each case: 

• access to statistics; 

• the use of the statistics; 

• the analyses conducted; 

• the perceived gaps and deficiencies. 

• resources for training statisticians and users. 

There are two serious pitfalls to be avoided: getting bogged down if the information collected is 
too detailed, and the perpetuation of past misconceptions. 

General guidelines 

The first job for the Project Group is to arrive at a target system in liaison with the User Group 
and within the framework defined by: 

• the general environment; 

• the national policies and guidelines on economic and social development and the priorities 
emerging from Stage I; 

• the situation described by the analysis of the current position; 

• the gaps and deficiencies perceived by users; 

• the constraints and dynamics found during analysis of the current position. 

This target system will have to give a realistic description of the following for each statistical 
field: 

• the priorities as regards analyses to be conducted and statistical information to be made 
available; 



• the nomenclatures, accounting and analysis systems to be used; 

• the quality standards to be met; 

• the directories and sampling bases to be created and maintained; 

• the nature and frequency of the censuses and the main surveys; 

• the operations to be conducted to exploit administrative records; 

• information circulation methods and conditions. 

It will then be necessary to define the policies on the resources to be used to achieve this target 
system; in practice, there will have to be some interaction between the definition of the target 
system and the policies on resources in order to arrive at proposals which are coherent and 
realistic, and therefore credible. 

General guidelines will therefore need to be proposed; these will concern mainly: 

• the overall budgets; 

• the financing of survey and census operations; 

• the use of external technical assistance; 

• the initial training of statistical managers; 

• the recruitment of statistical production staff; 

• in-service training for personnel involved in producing statistics; 

• the status and professional mobility of statisticians; 

• promotion of the use of statistics; 

• development of analysis capacity; 

• educating the general public; 

• research on collection and analysis; 

• personal data protection; 

• use of information technology for production and analysis; 

• back-up measures. 

These guidelines will have to remain compatible with the corresponding general government 
policies on recruitment, training, career development, public finance, computerisation, etc. They 
must concern only the genuine issues involved in decision-making at various levels of the 
organisation of society. They must enable us to overcome the obstacles to the development of 
statistics and ensure that the system progresses in the manner desired. 

3. Stage III: The scenarios 

Once the target system has been defined and the general guidelines have been drawn up, the 
Project Group has to use the scenario stage to explore possible ways of achieving the target 
system, to evaluate them and submit them to the Management Committee, which will have to 
choose one of the options. The possible scenarios should be considered at the level of the system 



determinants where some latitude still exists; the situation varies from one country to another, but 
especially from one starting position to another. If the existing situation is considered satisfactory, 
the approach will tend to be gradual; if it is regarded as bad, radical solutions are more likely to 
be considered. As a rule, three scenarios are examined; they are fairly different to permit better 
comparison of the advantages and disadvantages of the underlying options; one of them may be a 
total break with the current position (one example is the conversion of the National Statistics 
Department into a public industrial and commercial institution). 

The options may concern: 

• the degree of centralisation/decentralisation of the institutional system and the status of the 
National Department; 

• the allocation of powers between statisticians and users; 

• the allocation of operations between the National Department and the statistical services of 
the ministries, especially with regard to surveys and censuses (greater or lesser 
concentration); 

• the degree of regionalisation; 

• the respective importance of surveys and exploitation of administrative records; 

• the quality of the information produced; 

• the degree of diversity in the means of circulating statistics; 

• the degree of specialisation in the initial training of statisticians: generalists using statistics as 
opposed to specialists trained in statistics; 

• the intensity of the use of information technology; 

• etc. 

As a rule, a scenario must comprise: 

• an institutional solution; 

• an organisational solution; 

• new operations to be carried out; 

• the distribution arrangements; 

• possible variants; 

• a financial appraisal; 

• the necessary resources; 

• the sequence of key dates reflecting priorities; 

• evaluation of the main implications for the development of the statistical system and the 
development of the use of statistics. 

For all the vital stages it is extremely important to obtain sincere and more or less formal 
commitments from all the parties involved, and especially from all the authorities with power to 
take decisions in important sectors: legislation, finance, civil service, aid agencies, project 



planning, supervision of ministerial statistical services, public contracts, computerisation, 
information, representation of unions and professional associations, etc. It is essential not to try to 
obtain more than they can reasonably authorise, taking account of the more general context in 
which we are trying to develop the statistical system. 

4  Stage IV: Action plans 

Once one of the scenarios has been chosen by the Management Committee, the next move is to 
draw up the timetable of action to be taken during the period chosen for the blueprint (3 to 5 
years). This timetable will be divided into annual plans, preferably geared to the financial year. 
They can be presented separately for each main area of statistics and for the National Department 
and the statistical services of the ministries. We can also add a programme of related activities for 
the main users, training centres and agencies involved in statistical research. 

These action plans will concern: 

• the production of statistics: 

• new operations: pilot projects, censuses, surveys, exploitation of administrative records, 
etc. 

• operating constraints: modification of existing output, adaptation of nomenclatures, 
accounting systems, sampling bases, directories and methodologies; consultation of users, 
etc. 

• administrative constraints: prior authorisation, provision of credit facilities, miscellaneous 
approvals, accounting organisation, calls for tenders, etc. 

• the resources to be used: 

• personnel: recruitment, allocation, work loads, training, holidays, etc. 

• external assistance: agreements, terms of reference, duties, etc. 

• computer hardware and basic software: acquisition, installation, implementation; 

• statistical software: acquisition, development, installation, training, etc. 

• vehicles: acquisition, maintenance, etc. 

• etc. 

• the environment of the statistical system: 

• revision of laws and regulations; 

• establishment of new structures; 

• modification of the organisation of the National Department, the regional services and the 
ministerial statistical services; 

• establishment of new means of distribution; 

• acquisition and fitting-out of premises; 

• etc. 



5. Stage V: Implementation and monitoring of the execution 

The purpose of this stage is: 

• to specify the structures, means and procedures necessary for the implementation, monitoring 
and updating of the blueprint; 

• to prepare a definitive and complete version of the final report; 

• to draw up the procedures for circulating decisions and launching priority actions in the first 
year. 

As regards the actual monitoring, the Management Committee remains in place, slightly 
revamped if necessary, to act as the National Council for Statistical Information. It creates a 
monitoring unit based as far as possible on the project group and appoints as its head a permanent 
rapporteur who should be the National Department officer, given the co-ordination function 
generally assigned to that Department. This unit’s main function is to promote the blueprint, 
make preparations for the meetings of the Management Committee and present reports on the 
progress of the action plans. More or less the only function of the Management Committee is to 
ensure fulfilment of all the conditions enabling the statisticians to perform their duties; it meets at 
least once a year to examine the reports of the monitoring unit and to decide on any updating of 
the action plans; it keeps the political bodies informed (government and parliament) and finds out 
what they want. 

Whatever the structures set up, the responsible statisticians from the National Department and the 
statistical services of the ministries take on full responsibility for the technical execution of the 
statistical work specified in the blueprint. 

5.  The ECA evaluation of needs/examination of the 
programme and devising of a strategy 

The strategy adopted for implementing the Addis Ababa Action Plan for the development of 
statistics in Africa in the 1990s “exhorts the Member States to establish as soon as possible teams 
to evaluate needs, to examine programmes and to devise strategies which learn from past 
experience and define the needs and priorities by taking account of local conditions and the level 
of development in the field of statistics, and to formulate national five- to ten-year statistical 
development plans”. In November 1992 a draft directive was to be examined by the Committee 
on the co-ordination of the development of statistics in Africa; we have not seen the final 
document. These directives are intended to help the African countries to evaluate their needs and 
carry out the examination of the programme and devising of a strategy. 

It is clear from reading the ECA document that the evaluation and examination process and the 
statistics development plan which goes with it together constitute what we refer to here as a 
blueprint for economic and social information. In that case, the team to be set up is our Project 
Group. As far as the ECA is concerned, this is mainly a framework of minimum procedures to be 
adopted by the countries, and the directives essentially concern the activity of the team 
responsible for the evaluation and examination process. The blueprint approach tries to cover the 
whole of the decision-making process in greater detail by structuring it and clarifying the role of 
the various players. With a few reservations, we could say that the blueprint is an instance in 
which the directives are applied. 



The main difference – which explains the varying length of the operations (2 to 4 months for the 
ECA evaluation and examination process as opposed to 12 to 18 months for the blueprint) – lies 
in the fact that the blueprint incorporates the decision-making by the authorities from the launch 
of the design stage to the start of the first action plan; decisions are taken at the end of each stage 
before the next one begins. The ECA process is more like a consultants’ survey commissioned by 
the Minister responsible for statistics for the purpose of “preparing a set of recommendations for 
developing statistics on the basis of past experience” and “formulating a draft national 
development plan for statistics covering a period of 5 to 10 years on the basis of its conclusions 
and recommendations”; finalisation of the draft development plan (examination by users and 
producers, revision and approval by the client) is not within the team’s terms of reference. Use of 
the scenario technique is a notable development in the blueprint approach. 

6.  What strategy should statisticians adopt? 

The deteriorating standard of statistics in most African countries is bound to worry statisticians, 
especially as their personal situation suffers as a result. So what should they do? 

Let us briefly recall that the main reasons for this situation as identified by the ECA are (see Part 
4): economic crises which have caused cuts in public spending, lack of interest in quantitative 
formulation in development planning, the poor status of statistical services, laxity in their 
management and competition between external and internal demand. 

It is not easy to do anything about the economic crises, but we can nevertheless state that good, 
properly analysed statistics should enable us to attenuate the consequences. It will take many 
years to accord quantitative formulation its proper place: it will be achieved by training and 
especially as a new generation takes over. The status accorded to statisticians is directly related to 
the interest which political decision-makers take in quantitative formulation. If the attitude is lax, 
that is due partly to the above causes. Finally, while competition from external demand may have 
a negative effect, it generally brings in additional resources for  conducting important statistical 
studies. 

In conclusion, the main stumbling block is probably the lack of interest in quantitative 
formulation.  

There are few options available for rectifying the situation and results cannot be achieved 
immediately. However, we can propose: 

• putting the “statistical house” in order where necessary; 

• promoting the use of statistics by circulating a quality output which takes account of the 
essential needs of the political decision-makers and is therefore founded on a minimum 
platform5; 

• using the support of external demand for undertaking and financing projects important to the 
country. 

                                                      
5 See the article on this subject by H.P. CHARLOT in STATECO no. 67 and Inter-Stat 8 



For statisticians, the preparation of a blueprint or an ECA evaluation and examination process 
should be an opportunity not to be missed, enabling them to influence the future of statistics in 
their country. 

Gérard Chenais is a French technical assistant and has since November 1993 been technical 
advisor to the Director General of the National Institute of Statistics of Ivory Coast (NSI). 

This article first appeared in Statéco 73 (March 1993). The English translation has been 
provided by the Translation Service of the European Commission. 
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