Wye City Group 
On Statistics on Rural Development 
and Agriculture Household Income

Second Meeting

Rome, 11-12 June 2009, FAO Headquarters

Introductory speech 
Luigi Biggeri
President of Istat 
[image: image1.jpg]



Introductory speech 
It is an honour and pleasure for me to be here and to give some short introductory remarks at this Second meeting of the Wye City Group On Statistics on Rural Development and Agriculture Household Income, organized jointly by FAO and Istat.
It is evident that the growing awareness of the impact of globalisation and climate changes has led to greater understanding of the information needs required to analyse different social interrelated developments rather than isolated ones.

This is particularly true in the rural world and probably it has led to overcome the traditional distinction, at least in official statistics, between agricultural and non agricultural sector. 

To this end, let me recall the pleasant experience I had from 1987 to 2000 with FAO, as Senior Project Advisor within the projects aimed at carrying out the First Agricultural Census in China, which has certainly been the world’s largest and more complex statistical survey so far. 

At that time I was convinced, as national and international statistical organisations stated, that the census could be conducted only in agricultural sector. But the pilot surveys and the frequent visits to the country sites as well as long discussions with my Chinese colleagues convinced me and FAO that is not possible to consider agriculture as a separate sector when taking actions and decisions regarding rural areas.
Therefore the First Chinese Agricultural Census was really a Rural Census, maybe the first rural census.
I am very satisfied that since then at an international level agricultural statistics have been enlarged by adding statistical knowledge of the rural world and its development, thus recognising the important role of rural areas.
Nevertheless, at present the interrelation between agriculture and land use, rural development, environmental sustainability and overall well-being is considered not to be fully reflected in available statistical information.

My concern is the relatively low priority given to agricultural and rural statistics by global statistical community together with the worrying situation in developing countries especially in this domain. 
In fact, the number of international and supranational organisations involved in agricultural and rural statistics is currently rather limited.

Fortunately, the International Conferences of Agricultural Statistics (ICAS), one of which was held in Rome, are carrying out particularly important activities, in order to bridge the gap between statistical information available and the needs and lack of analysis in this field of statistics. Furthermore, the work and seminars organized by the Wye Group on Rural Development contribute to this aim. 
The objective of the Group, which is holding its Second Meeting, is the promotion of the refinement and adoption of international standards in statistics for rural areas and agriculture household incomes. Within this mandate, the city group would consider challenges to consistency of adoption of comparable methods of data collection across countries; give special focus to the application and value of the data standards in developing countries.
The Wye City Group (WCG) has been formed as a successor to the IWG.AGRI Task Force on Statistics on Rural Development and Agricultural Household Income which started its work in 2003 (Genève, Switzerland). 
During the final IWG.AGRI Task Force meeting in June 2005 at FAO; there was the submission of the handbook Rural Households' Livelihood and Well-being: Statistics on Rural Development and Agriculture Household Income. The handbook was subsequently published to the UNECE website (www.unece.org/stats/rural), with printed copies available in 2007.
The Handbook gives an excellent overview of possible statistics on Rural Households.

As result of their collaboration on the handbook, statisticians and economists in national statistical offices, especially in North America, Western Europe, and in multilateral institutions have an established, shared interest in improving methods for collecting data on rural development, communities, and farm and non-farm households. Such information is becoming of increasing importance as policy for agriculture broadens, as rural issues rise up the political agenda, and as the structure of farming and rural areas evolves.

The objective of this Meeting is to further develop discussion on the topics and assess and explore the potential for the use of improved statistics as policy-relevant indicators and in empirical analysis of policies for farm and rural households, natural resources, and regional economic development, and determine the need for any changes or updating to the handbook and, if indicated, organize and execute the revision.

According to the programme, the sessions tackle different topics, ranging from “Changing Rural Paradigm: Emerging Issues and Data Needs” to “Innovation, New Tools and Results in Rural Statistics” and “Some Issues in Rural Development and Household Income Statistics for Countries at Different Levels of Development”.

It is worth noting that such issues as the definitions of rural areas, rurality and agricultural household income, are of interest not only to “rural” countries where the contribution of the agricultural sector to the country’s economy is considerable but they also arouse great interest in countries with a prevailing industrial economy (see for example the papers presented at the Plenary Session 3 “Farm Families, Rural and Urban Non- Farm Families and the Incidence of Low Income in Canada” or “The Changing Nature of Family Farms in the U.S. and Europe: Implications for Data Collection”).
The importance of rural areas shows how fundamental these issues are even in a country like Italy (see the table). Following the OECD definition, rural areas in Italy account for more than 27% of the territory and 10% of the population. It is, therefore, a significant phenomenon.

	OECD Classification
	distribution of population (Italy)
	distribution of areas (Italy)

	Pre-dominantly Urban
	50%
	23%

	Intermediate
	41%
	50%

	Pre-dominantly rural
	10%
	27%

	Total
	100%
	100%


Moreover, it is clearly evident that the experts attending this conference have once and for all gone beyond the division between those caring for statistics and agricultural economy and those caring for economic and/or social statistics, which can still be found sometimes in institutions and universities. 

Such a result was already longed for at the 38th session of the Statistical Commission, where the document presented by FAO highlighted that the most important challenge for agricultural statistical systems in developed countries is their integration with social statistics. This integration could be achieved both by enhancing the production of statistics by type of territory (rural areas vs. other areas) and by looking for a definition of rural family to be consistent with the social context of developed countries. Furthermore the European CAP reform and international protocols on environment are changing the role of agriculture and forestry in the social, economic and environmental frameworks.

In addition to the several papers presented at this conference, the importance of baseline indicators within the framework of the CAP policies for rural development (i.e. those indicators that each country has to produce every two years) proves how significant statistics is for measuring rural development in Europe. More than 30 of those indicators measure the effect on the environment, agricultural sector competitiveness, life quality as well as the services available for people living in rural areas.

It is interesting to emphasize that many of the conference contributions concern technologies (see for example Plenary Session 2 ranging from remote sensing to the use of open source software). Apparently, these reports show that compared to the past innovations in technology allow to more easily solve some of the problems concerning the possibility to observe some phenomena or to make use of adequate data processing and dissemination tools. This means both the re-orientation of financial resources and the achievement a higher degree of standardization in production processes in the various countries, thus favoring the exchange of experiences and tools.

There are also papers in which the methodological aspect seems to prevail at least from the title. Different methodological tools are proposed for proper analysis and measurement of huge social issues (as for example Parallel Session 3 “Measuring Under-nourishment: Comparison Analysis between Parametric and Non-parametric Methods Based on Burkina Faso Agricultural Survey”). 

Although studying new aspects often requires specific data collection and stresses costs sustainability for National Institutes for Statistics, the agenda of the conference points out that new requirements can sometimes be met by mainly focusing on technological and methodological tools designed for the integration of different data sources set up for specific purposes.
Apparently, this is easier for those EU Member Countries where statistical processes are highly standardized. Their databases already allow to produce high-quality statistics for different sectors, such as rural areas, by using proper methodologies for statistical matching, for example, for small area estimation.

Nonetheless, highly specialized meetings such as this one serve as a way to spread the use of the so-called best practices in extremely different social and organizational contexts.

During the 38th meeting of the Statistical Commission the search for methodologies allowing integration of diverse sources was considered as a strategic issue, even though it seemed to refer to housing and agricultural censuses only, as shown in the paragraph V “Endorse the FAO approach to the integration of agricultural censuses with other census and surveys an, in particular, with the population and housing census”: “The census projects are moving the first steps in many countries and the achievement of synergies and efficiencies in carrying out such demanding surveys is surely one of the main concerns for most NSIs. The need for observing new aspects of agriculture such as rural development, environmental impact of agricultural activities, the integration between agricultural and population censuses, etc. could produce prohibitive costs and a huge statistical burden if only traditional census is considered. New solutions are now under investigation and we invited FAO to be in touch with those NSIs that are proposing new methodologies for the next censuses in order to evaluate the coherence of the proposed solutions with its principles and recommendations for such fundamental surveys.”

Statistics on these sectors should be characterized by full coherence and usability for assuring international comparability.
This meeting pays close attention to this issue and at the same time many countries, among which there is Italy, are already devoting resources and knowledge to it (for example the release on Istat’s website of a new information system on agriculture or the introduction of rural areas in the new national statistics atlas. 

The focus on the quality of statistics on rural development assigns once again a leading role to official statistics, regardless of its organisational structures.

Within this framework FAO contribution is extremely significant as shown by this initiative, as well as the on-going update and harmonization of statistics disseminated through FAOSTAT and COUNTRYSTAT.

Concluding these short introductory remarks, I would like to thank FAO and Istat staff, the speakers and all participants. I am sure that their very high professional qualification will allow us to achieve the main objectives of the Meeting.
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