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ABSTRACT 
 
 An agricultural statistics strategy is a very important tool in guiding the collection, 

processing, analysis and dissemination of a country’s agricultural statistics. It is indispensable in 

ensuring that relevant statistics are collected at the right time, in an efficient and cost effective 

manner. The formulation of the agricultural statistics strategy should, ideally, be a consultative 

process, involving a wide spectrum of stakeholders in the agricultural sector. The complexity and 

length of the stakeholder list may vary from country to country, but as a rule of thumb, should be 

representative of the country’s agricultural sector. Briefly then, a good agricultural statistics 

strategy should: be precise, utilise resources efficiently, prioritise the country’s data needs and 

most importantly, should be aligned to international best practice as specified in the Global 

Agricultural Statistics Strategy being spearheaded by the Food and Agricultural Organization 

(FAO) of the United Nations.    

 

 This paper is based on Statistics South Africa’s experience. The paper highlights and 

discusses the main stages, challenges encountered, and provides guidelines to the successful 

execution of the agricultural statistics strategy formulation process. 

 

Keywords and phrases: Agricultural statistics strategy, Agricultural statistics.  

 

1. Introduction 
 
 The South African primary agricultural sector generated about $US10,8 billion in 2007. The 
sector’s contribution to the country’s gross nation product (GDP) is about 2,5 per cent. The sector is 
composed of two distinct components namely: the larger and smaller, commercial and small 
scale/subsistence sub-sectors respectively. The country’s commercial farming sub-sector dominates 
the sector in terms of statistical coverage, land use, productivity and access to input and other 
resources. The commercial farming sub-sector is in addition highly organised, with a producers’ 
organisation for each agricultural commodity. On the opposite end of the scale, lies a statistically 
mysterious small scale/subsistence sub-sector, with little in terms of organisation, access to land and 
other production resources.  
 
 A lot has changed (both politically and economically) since the first agricultural census in the 
country was conducted back in 1918. South Africa is now a democratic country (since 1994) and 
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according equal rights for all her citizens. The new political dispensation, as a result of past 
injustices, inherited a number of socio-political and economical challenges, among which is a high 
rural-urban migration rate due to high unemployment levels and underdevelopment in rural areas.  
 
 The country was admitted back into the global arena in 1994, after a long spell in isolation. It 
is now a signatory to a number of international organisations, including the United Nations (UN). 
Among the country’s global obligations is a commitment to achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals (MGDs) and specifically (for agriculture) to implement the Global Strategy for the 
Improvement of Agricultural Statistics under the auspices of the UN. The MDGs came into 
existence after 147 nations of the world, including South Africa, agreed and pledged both resources 
and political will towards the eradication of extreme poverty, hunger, disease and social and gender 
inequalities that inflict undue human suffering to millions of people living in the developing world. 
 
 FAO’s call for member countries to align their agricultural statistics strategy to Global 
Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural Statistics came at a stage when the country’s official 
statistical agency, Statistics South Africa (Stats SA), was in the process of conducting a full review 
of its own agricultural statistics strategy. The process of aligning the country’s agricultural statistics 
strategy to the Global Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural Statistics started with a full 
review of what was being offered by Stats SA in comparison to the input from a user needs survey 
conducted by Stats SA. The outcome of the afore-mentioned process was then aligned to the 
specifications of the Global Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural Statistics of the Food and 
Agricultural Organization (FAO) of the UN.  
 
 Sometime during the initial stages of planning the strategy formulation process, a decision 
was made to link the agricultural census to the Population Census of 2011, as recommended by 
(FAO, 2005). This was achieved through the inclusion of three farming related questions into the 
pilot population census questionnaire. The purpose of including these questions was to identify all 
households involved in agricultural production and to enable Stats SA to build a comprehensive 
frame of agricultural households in the country.  
 

2.  The importance of agricultural statistics to the South African economy 
 
 Agricultural statistics provide information on the status of agriculture, which is a very 
important sector regarding food security, employment and as a source of raw materials and foreign 
exchange earnings in the country. The importance of agricultural statistics is, thus, directly linked 
and reflects the importance of agriculture. Agricultural statistics are important for a number of 
reasons, to mention but the most important: 
 

• Monitoring the food security of the nation; 

• Agricultural statistics for informed policy making in the agricultural sector; 

• Monitoring the progress towards achieving the MDGs linked to agriculture; 

• Agricultural statistics for measuring the sector’s contribution to GDP; 

• Measuring the performance of the sector; 
 

A brief discussion of the above points is presented below. 
 
Monitoring the food security of the nation 

 
 Food stock balances used for gauging food security are derived from statistics collected by a 
number of data producers in the country. For example, information on physical maize stocks, the 
key staple food in the country, is collected from silo owners’ associations, and the South African 
grain services. The available maize stocks in the country, at any one time, is estimated when the 
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difference between imports and exports is reconciled with direct deliveries from farms and silo 
stocks from previous growing seasons. Maize prices, the other measure of food security, are 
supplied by Grain SA. The available stocks together with maize prices provide the picture of the 
food security situation in the country at any moment in time. 
 
Agricultural statistics for informed policy making in the agricultural sector 
 
 The importance of agriculture to the South African economy in terms of employment creation, 
food security and as a major foreign exchange earner dedicates a constant review of general and 
targeted policy for the proper functioning of the sector. Such policy usually constitutes measures 
aimed at the improvement of the livelihood of subsistence farmers, for example, the provision of 
subsidised input loans. Decisions such as these are guided by, and would not be effective without 
statistics collected and disseminated about the sector.  
 
 Agricultural statistics are also important in the monitoring and evaluation of agricultural 
policy. In summary, agricultural statistics are important in the formulation of policy for the sector 
and the monitoring and evaluation of the impact of such policies on the sector’s performance. 
 
Monitoring progress towards achievement of the MDGs linked to agriculture  

 
 Agricultural (and rural) statistics often include information on employment, poverty and food 
security situation of agricultural households. Since employment, poverty, food security and 
environmental degradation are highly interlinked and are frontline issues addressed in MDGs, 
agricultural and rural statistics are indispensable in monitoring progress or otherwise towards the 
MDGs linked to them.  
 
 The following MDGs are linked to agriculture and are addressed by FAO’s global agricultural 
strategy: 
 
 MDG 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger: FAO (2005) indicates that to better 
understand why households are food insecure, data on crop and animal production or changes in 
structure of agriculture, especially in the subsistence sector, is very useful in understating why 
people become food insecure. FAO (2005) further points out that the prevalence of underweight 
children can be analysed in relationship to such variables as farm size and land tenure systems. 
 
 MDG 7: Ensure environmental sustainability: An agricultural census is capable of collecting 
a wide range of environmental data relating to the proportion of an area under forest, irrigation 
(water use), fertilizer and pesticide use, and soil degradation on farming land.  
 
Agricultural statistics for measuring the sector’s contribution to GDP  

 

 Agricultural information collected on a quarterly basis regarding the gross income generated 
at basic prices, expenditure on intermediate goods and services, gross value added, employment 
change in livestock inventory and own expenditure figures is used to estimate the sector’s 
contribution to GDP. In South Africa, some of this information is collected by Stats SA and the 
other by the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. 
 
Measuring the performance of the sector 

 
 Related to the measurement of the agricultural sector’s contribution to GDP as mentioned 
above, is the measurement of the sector’s performance in relation to other sectors in the country. 
Quarterly results on the sector’s performance are scrutinised by government. Government scrutiny 



 4

is often centered on trends in productivity, employment, income generation, input prices etc. in 
order to design remedial programmes, whenever required.  
 

3.  Important steps in the strategy formulation process 
 

 A number of situations prompt a move to a new formulation of the agricultural statistics 
strategy. In the South African case, the process was prompted by anecdotal reports of inadequacy in 
the scope, detail and frequency of collection and dissemination from national users of agricultural 
statistics on one hand and the need to align to FAO’s drive for the improvement in the quality of 
agricultural statistics on the other. 
 
 The consultative nature of the strategy formulation process renders it expensive and time 
consuming. In the South African experience, it involved extensive national and international travel 
to attend informative meetings and conferences. For this reason, it is highly advisable that a 
systematical approach be applied. The seven steps below were followed: 
 

• Initial informal one-on-one meetings with academics and leaders of different public and 
private entities;  

• User needs research; 

•  Merging user needs and Stats SA agricultural statistics offering; 

•  Aligning merged data needs with the Global Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural 
Statistics; 

• Designing the draft strategy for the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of 
agricultural statistics; 

•  Final consultation meeting with all role players and launch of strategy;  

• Launch of strategy; 
 
The seven steps listed above are briefly discussed below: 
 
A. Initial informal one-on-one meetings with academics and leaders of different public and 

private entities.  

 
 These meetings served to validate the anecdotal reports mentioned earlier and were necessary 
as a preliminary gauge of the extent of the need for change. They were also a source of information 
on how best to tackle the process. Several meetings were held with various farmer organisations, 
professors specialising in various agricultural disciplines at a number of South African universities, 
managers from the largest agricultural divisions of two large commercial, and one public 
agricultural financial institution. 
 
B.     User needs research  

 
 A thorough literature review was conducted before the research. After which a formal 
research proposal was prepared for approval by the senior management of Stats SA.  
 
 On approval of the proposal, a frame/list representative of the role players in the sector was 
compiled. A concise electronic questionnaire was designed and emailed through to the role players 
on the list. Out of the nearly 120 electronic questionnaires sent out to respondents, about 65 were 
received back by Stats SA.  
 
 The questionnaire sought users’ perceptions on a number of items related to agricultural 
statistics. Among the items for which users’ opinions were sought were the definitions, scope, detail 
and frequency of agricultural statistics from Stats SA. 
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 A report detailing the research findings was prepared and presented to senior management for 
approval.  
 
C.   Merging user needs and Stats SA agricultural statistics offering 

 
 This process involved the merging of the users’ needs identified in the research above, with 
the suite of agricultural statistics from Stats SA at the time. A simple cost-benefit analysis has to be 
conducted on all requests at this stage. It is worth noting that a number of data items, considered 
redundant in the present collection and dissemination regime, were dropped at this stage of the 
review. Prior knowledge of the country’s agricultural sector was used in selecting the most 
important data items (agricultural activities) for inclusion into the new strategy.  
 
 Useful too, were other factors such as the importance of a crop or livestock in terms of food 
security, size/area of land used and the proportion of the country’s population deriving a livelihood 
from such an activity. This guideline, formulated by FAO, is also of great assistance in selecting 
additional data items for inclusion into the country’s strategy at the stage of aligning the outcome of 
the merger with the Global Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural Statistics (described in the 
next stage). 
 
D.  Aligning merged data needs with the Global Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural 

Statistics. 

 
 FAO (2009) in a report entitled Global Strategy to Improve Agricultural Statistics provides 
guidelines on the data variables to be collected, which is partly replicated and presented in Table 1. 
A number of additional crops and livestock data requirements, depending on a country’s resources 
and needs, can be added to the items in Table 1 following FAO’s guidelines mentioned earlier. 
Additional data items of particular relevance to South Africa were selected to populate Table 1. The 
additional data items were selected depending on their importance in terms of income generation, 
contribution to food security, area of land used and the proportion of the country’s population 
deriving a livelihood from a particular crop or livestock. It should be mentioned, at this stage, that 
Stats SA found this guideline very practical and useful. The end result of this stage was a fully 
populated table unique to the requirements of South Africa and highly compliant to the Global 
Strategy for the Improvement of Agricultural Statistics.  
 
 Also important to note, is that while the major/core collectable variables may be highly similar 
between any given set of countries, it is highly unlikely for any two countries to derive exact 
replicas of Table 1, after Stage D. This is because additional collectable items, to the contents of 
Table 1, depend on a country’s socio-cultural, economic, and political dynamics, which are highly 
country specific and not likely to be the same in any two countries.  
 
E. Designing the draft strategy for the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of 

agricultural statistics  
 
 Stats SA is currently at the stage of designing the draft towards strategy development. The 
stage involves identifying the data source for all data needs identified in the above stages. This 
involves conducting a full audit of all the data producers in the country (including other components 
of Stats SA) and deciding on the most cost effective way to source such data. The audit is best 
conducted on a variable by variable basis since no single data producer (for reasons such as specific 
area of interest, available resources and skills base) may collect all the data variables required for an 
agricultural census or survey. The purpose is to pinpoint which data producer can supply which 
variable and to identify possible areas of cooperation/partnerships with data producers.  
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 The stage ultimately involves designing a schedule of surveys and censuses to collect and 
disseminate the identified data variables. 
 
F. Final consultation meeting with all role players and launch of strategy  
 
 The general meeting is necessary to provide feedback to all role players in the sector 
concerning the outcome of the process. The meeting is important for a number of reasons: first, to 
obtain final input (also to verify final output) from role players in order to fine tune the draft 
strategy and secondly, to create a sense of commitment and ownership towards the new strategy 
among role players. 
 
G. Launch of strategy  
 
 After Stage F, all input will be debated and a decision will be reached on which items to add 
or change in the draft strategy. The draft strategy will then be modified accordingly. It will be 
adopted as the new strategy for the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of agricultural 
statistics after the input is incorporated and approved by the senior management of Stats SA.  
 
The strategy’s official launch is planned shortly afterwards. 
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Table I - Core data items and associated data by source 

 

Core data item Sample survey/census 

(farms/household) 

Enterprise 

1.  Food crops                                      
Maize, wheat, barley, rice, 
sorghum, oil seeds and sugar crops 

Prices. Area harvested. Production. 
Yield.  

Amounts in storage, 
processed for food, feed, oil 
and bio-fuel 

2. Fiber Crops (Cotton and flux) Prices. Hectares harvested and 
yields 

Amounts ginned or 
processed by products and 
prices. 

3. Crops specifically produced for 

Bio-fuel 

Prices. Hectares harvested and 
yields 

Amounts processed by 
utilization 

4. Livestock                                                 
Chicken, cattle, pigs, goats and 
sheep                                                        

Inventory. Prices. Own 
consumption 

Quantity and prices of meat 

5. Livestock Products                                                  

Milk, meat, eggs and wool                                                              
Prices. Quantities produced and 
own consumption 

Prices and amounts 
produced  

6. Fishery Capture (Marine) Quantities landed, own 
consumption and number of days 
fished 

Amount caught, processed 
for food and non food use 

7. Aquaculture  Prices, areas cultured and 
production 

Amount produced. Prices 

8. Forestry production Quantities, value of products and 
respective utilization 

Prices and amounts 
produced  

9. Changes in land cover and use Area under forestry cover Hired workers in agric, 
forestry fishery or 
aquaculture enterprise and 
earnings 

10. Labour  and wages rates Number of family and hours 
worked on own agric, forestry,  
fishery or aquaculture enterprise 
and earnings 

Annual survey and in every 
census 

11. Household income (farm and 
rural) 

Income earned by household by 
source 

Income earned by 
enterprises 

12. Inputs Quantities of seed, fertilizer, 
pesticide, feed, water, energy and 
capital stocks 

Quantities of seed, 
fertilizer, pesticide, feed, 
water, energy and capital 
stocks 

13. Demographic of agric & 

Rural population 

Number of households, population, 
age and education level by gender 

Not specified 

14. Food consumption Unit value i.e. quantities & cost of 
food consumed 

Not applicable 

 
Source: FAO, June 2009. 
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4.  Challenges encountered 
 
 The sector is composed of a large and varied group of role players, each with a myriad of data 
needs. It is often difficult to select, which data need to incorporate. Although a number of user data 
needs are realistic and simple to satisfy, it is quite often not the case. Many may be unrealistic and 
sometimes once off expensive requests, which may not justify the expenditure. To identify the best 
option (s), a simple cost-benefit analysis is recommended. 
 
 As already mentioned, strategy formulation is a time consuming and expensive consultative 
process. It involves extensive research, in terms of both extensive literature review and a user needs 
research/study. It also involves national and international travel. The process exerts a considerable 
demand on an institution’s financial human and physical resources.  
 
 Though most of the spade work takes place at operational and middle management level, due 
to the complexity of the process and the attached budgetary implications, senior management has to 
be closely involved. The involvement of senior management exerts additional stress and diverts 
considerable time from other activities at this level.  
 
 Time is usually not on the ‘strategist’s side’. On average, it takes up to three weeks to set up a 
consultative meeting. Stats SA’s experience is that it was very difficult to organise meetings. Also, 
a number of email and telephonic reminders were required to get the electronic questionnaire/ 
responses emailed back from role players. This is because most role players involved in the sector 
are busy academics, businessmen and women and often managers of large financial institutions.   
 

5.  Important notes from the experience acquired 
 

 Learn from the experience of others. A number of countries have undergone similar 
transformation and their experiences are always handy in saving time and reducing undue resources 
wastage. 
 
 Treat the strategy formulation process as a project from the onset. Set up a schedule with 
various activities and attach timelines to each activity. Try your utmost best to stick to your set 
timelines. Sticking to set timeliness may not always be possible, but the resultant Gantt chart is an 
important source of commitment for all involved and indicates points when things have to be 
speeded up.  
 
 Budget enough resources and time. As mentioned elsewhere in this paper, there is extensive 
travel involved in this process, for which funds have to be allocated. Although it is difficult to 
specify a ‘fit all’ design for the strategy formulation process or resource requirements for all 
countries (since both depend on the size and complexity of the country’s agricultural sector), at least 
two personnel should be assigned to this task. Assigning more than one person facilitates exchange 
of ideas and creativity, which are very beneficial to the process. In addition, since the process 
involves strategic planning, it should not be middle management driven.  Senior management, the 
ultimate endorsers of the new strategy, should closely be involved and kept abreast with all new 
developments on the subject at both national and global levels.  
 
 Conduct a cost-benefit analysis for all requests. Also use prior knowledge in selecting the 
most important (core) data items (agricultural activities) in your country. The guide, in this regard, 
is the importance of a crop or livestock in terms of food security, level of land use and proportion of 
the country’s population deriving livelihood from the crop or livestock. This FAO formulated 
guideline is also very useful in selecting additional data items for inclusion in the collection regime. 
 



 9

 Create a dynamic and flexible strategy rather than one rigid in scope, frequency and detail. As 
national and global climatic and consumption trends change over time, previously insignificant 
crops and livestock become significant and have to be added to the collection list. Ideally, the 
resultant strategy should also be able to accommodate ad hoc surveys, whose requests have become 
increasingly common in the past years. 
 
 For the user needs research, depending on the literacy level of role players and access to 
internet services in a country, an electronic version of the questionnaire is the most desirable data 
collection tool. There is no physical postage required, which reduces logistical delays and the risk 
of getting lost. The electronic questionnaire also saves time given that it can be sent to a 
considerable number of role players (in an instant) at the ‘click of a mouse’. Our role players 
indicated preference for this tool. The other advantage of the electronic questionnaire is that 
undelivered mail is promptly detected, enabling the research team to respond swiftly. 
 
 Record keeping is, needless to say, very important in this process. Records should be kept of 
all the names, date sent, status (responded or otherwise), date and form of reminder sent out and any 
other communication connected to role players and questionnaires. The number of questionnaires 
returned from respondents should vigorously be monitored and matched with the names on the 
initial respondent list. Record keeping facilitates monitoring and decision making aimed at remedial 
action, when progress slows down. As word spreads about the research exercise, special requests 
for questionnaires may be received from role players not listed originally. Similarly, completed 
questionnaires may be received from role players not listed originally. Since the aim of the research 
exercise is to solicit as much input as possible, the word of advice in these instances is to add the 
names of additional role players and their data needs to the list.  
 
 In conclusion, the agricultural strategy formulation process is a worthwhile exercise, which is 
highly recommended for every country.  
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7. RESUMẾ 

 
 

Edmund Kibuuka works as an Economist: Researcher/Analyst in the Agricultural Statistics 
Component of Statistics South Africa (Stats SA). In 2009, Edmund was assigned the responsibility 
to design the new agricultural statistics strategy for Stats SA. The work presented in this paper is 
based on the experience gained during this process. This is the second of Edmund’s papers on 
experiences gained and guides in agricultural statistics (censuses and surveys). The first paper was 
based on data confrontation in agricultural censuses and surveys (ISI, Durban 2009). 
 
Edmund is an agricultural economist and educator by training. His research career, in the 
agricultural field, spans over a number of national and international institutions including, but not 
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Microfinance in the Graduate School of Management at the University of Pretoria, GalvMed and 
Impact Research International.  
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