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CHARTING PROGRESS, BUILDING VISIONS IN A TIME OF 

CRISES… 

IN A LAND OF CRISIS 

 
 

BADER OMER AL DAFA 

 

 
 

ESCWA REGION… a land of crisis 

 
The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia is one of the five Regional 

Commissions of the United Nations.  It is a subsidiary organ to the UN Economic and Social Council.  

Created in 1973, it provides a link between global and regional issues in the area of economic and social 

development. 

 

The membership of the ESCWA consists of 14 countries.  They work together with the ESCWA 

Secretariat located in Beirut on fulfilling the common objectives: 

 To support economic and social development in the region 

 To promote cooperation between the countries of the region 

 To encourage interaction between member countries and promote the exchange of experience, 

best practices and lessons learned 

 To achieve regional integration between member countries 

 To ensure interaction between Western Asia and other regions, bringing the circumstances and 

needs of the countries in the regions to the attention  of the rest of the World 

 

The region faces specific development challenges.  Almost every country perpetually faces one or more 

type of crises; be it man made (armed conflicts, political tensions, …),  related to environment issues 

(desertification, water and food shortages.. ),  or independent to local influence (oil prices fluctuation, 

financial crisis, poverty …).  As a result, a significant proportion of resources are being devoted to 

resolving the impact of crises that would be otherwise be available for development processes. 

 

The specific economic relations, such as structure of ownership and relationship between population, 

policy makers and economic operators undermines development efforts and have slowed down its pace, 

in spite of macroeconomic indicators documenting a growth. 



 
 

 

Major challenges in statistics…  

 
Crisis and development issues, in the Arab countries, are being compounded by major challenges in 

producing and disseminating reliable and timely data on development indicators including those in the 

Millennium Development Goals; which hampers the production of relevant time series data vital for 

effective monitoring and reporting at the national, regional and global levels. 

 

Uncoordinated reporting mechanisms among national data producers have resulted in major 

inconsistencies in data availability and content between national and international sources.  Lack of 

adequate mechanisms for accessing information available in administrative registers is a major 

contributing factor for lack of data.  There is, therefore, a dire need for more cooperation between 

statistics authorities and those ministries and government agencies in charge of these administrative 

registers. 

 

Policy makers need to make well founded decisions; for that they would need information on past, 

present, as well as forecasts for foreseeable future.  Official statistics at the national level need, therefore, 

to be produced and disseminated at a higher level of sophistication and with recent information. 

 

Moreover, official statistics are needed to provide grounds for short-term forecasting, a window to the 

future.  This is essential to policy makers, in order to assess the actual situation, anticipate potential risks 

and anticipate risks. 

 

There is a paramount need to enhance the statistical capacity now more than ever.  It should evolve with 

changes in policy-making practices and objectives; efficiency of public spending, targeting, etc, to 

provide data at the sectoral and mostly micro level.  The continuity of time series data is paramount to 

measure the impact of policies and important for cross-country and panel comparisons with policy-

implications.  The statistical capacities, data collection needs, therefore are to be built-in project and 

policy design, ex-ante and not only ex-post with integrated and continuous micro evaluation of results to 

measure progress. 

 

Charting progress… 

 
At the regional level ESCWA strategic framework is guided by adhering to the Principles Governing 

International Statistical Activities.  While at the national level ESCWA has been monitoring the 

progressive adoption and implementation of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics by member 

countries since 2006.  It designs its strategic programme of work to better address the gaps and challenges 

faced by member countries, based on evidence for its programme planning through charting the progress 

achieved by the national statistical systems.   

 

The graph shows member countries‟ efforts towards building their institutional statistical systems, at 

different development levels for the period 2006-2008. 

(Insert Chart, page 16 of the 2008 Annual Report of UN-ESCWA) 

 
In addition, ESCWA, in collaboration with Paris21, has been providing support to member countries in 

the design and implementation of national strategies for the development of statistics.  ESCWA has 



 
 

developed a specialized Virtual Library on National Statistical Systems to provide resources, national 

frameworks and strategies and best practices to monitor regional progress and implementation.  

 

The momentum for addressing regional needs was further heightened in 2008 when member countries 

adopted two significant statistics related resolutions in the ESCWA 25
th
 Ministerial session; the first on 

Strengthening National Statistical Systems; and the second, on Gender Statistics for Equality and 

Empowerment.  The first resolution calls upon member countries to adopt the Fundamental Principles of 

Official Statistics for guidance in achieving neutrality, professionalism and relevance of statistical 

agencies.  The second resolution calls member countries to disseminate statistics that matters to all people 

irrespective of their sex or socio-economic background based on a human right approach which advocates 

for equality and empowerment. 

 

Vision: Building a prosperous and independent nation – example of the Palestinian Central 

Bureau of Statistics 

Looking for a way out of crisis is not limited by the expected end of the crisis situation.  It should look 

further, to building prosperous and sustainable environment after the crisis.   

 

As an example we can mention a successful creation and existence of the Palestinian Central Bureau of 

Statistics.  The Bureau has successfully recruited highly qualified staff with an adequate skills structure.   

 

The statistics produced by the PCBS complies with the international standards and recommendations.  It 

ranks among high quality statistics produced at the national level.  This is primarily valuable information 

for other ministries of the Palestinian National Authority.  In addition, it contributes to building moral and 

national pride, creating a positive image of the Palestine at the international scene, and attracting 

assistance from foreign sources. 

 

The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics can serve as an example of a possibility to create strong 

national institutions that meet the policy-makers‟ needs in the time of crisis.  

 

Building visions… opportunities for change 

 
As the Globe faces multiple crises ESCWA faces compounded challenges to lead the United Nations 

regional vision of „ONE WORLD‟ by building an effective multilateralism.  It foresees a time of crises is 

also a time of challenge and “opportunities for change”.  

 

Charting progress of societies comes as an impetus to change and redirect our eyes to  what does progress 

mean to each of our nations;  what policies are needed to reach  societal aspirations, and hence what are 

the indicators needed to gauge processes and  results of those programmes. 

 

Revisiting concepts and relevance of indicators used are paramount to successful identification of 

measurements needed to invest in new paradigms for effective use of our limited resources.  It will also 

poses questions on how our policies went astray and draws for us lessons yet to be learnt. 

 

The Arab countries are enthusiastic in joining in the Global Project with their efforts, they have 

established a Steering Committee for Charting Progress of Societies lead by the national statistical offices 

and engaging a wide spectrum of their society in this important debate; reaffirming their commitments 



 
 

once more to produce relevant statistics disaggregated by sex at all levels and cross-cutting through 

various sectors, at the sub-national level and more importantly for small geographical areas to address 

existing disparities.  ESCWA today also takes its responsibility to reaffirm its commitment to facilitate 

this process for the Arab region to make its contribution as part of ONE WORLD. 

 
* * * * * 


