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DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

Crisis of traditional data collection systems

• Reduced budgets
• Necessity to have timeliness information to support decisions
• Cultural changes
• New competitors on the market
• New methods and new technologies to extract data from unstructured sources

FAO, end of 2019 “Launch” of the Data Lab

Promote the use of non-official and 
unstructured data in domains and 

geographical areas where little official 
data is available 

Develop geospatial tools and 
tagging systems at sub-national 

level

The context

Support the Hand-in-Hand 
Initiative (HIHI) 

through detailed and recent data 
in 43 priority countries

Develop text-mining tools to 
extract and analyse policy 

documents
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COVID-19, February 2020

Tweets Semantic Search: collection of tweets related to 
the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the food 

value chains, from more than 270 newspapers accounts 
worldwide

News search: collection of 
news related to the impact of 
the coronavirus pandemic on 

the food value chains;

Covid-19: the first challenge for the DataLab

Impact analyses: collection and 
organization of daily information on 

food value chain disruptions and 
trade-related measures

Daily food prices: monitor of the 
consumer prices of 14 food products in 
all countries, with updated percentage 

prices changes;

Weekly news digest: collection and summary of the 
most relevant news on the impact of COVID-19 on the 
food value chains, complemented with the results of 

the COVID-19 impact, food prices and tweets analyses

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps
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COVID cases 
and PoU

Nowcasting CPI’s and 
monitoring 

Accelerations in daily 
prices

Food Chain 
disruptions

News distribution

Text mining tweets and 
sentiment analysis

Covid-19: the first challenge for the DataLab

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

Source: FAO Data Lab
The boundaries and names shown and the designations 

used on these map(s) do not imply the expression of any 
opinion whatsoever on the part of FAO concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area of its 

authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontier 
and boundaries. Dashed lines on maps represent 

approximate border lines for which there may not yet be 
full agreement



>> FAO Statistics Division

• Data sources: tested the reliability of web-scraped information  and non-conventional sources
• Methods : text mining methods and models that have been generalized in other contexts
• Dissemination: interactive charts and maps, daily information in real time
• Approach: first attempt to combine different information for a more comprehensive view of a phenomenon
• Modalities: new collaborations inside the Organization or with external Entities

Relevance: thousands of unique visitors of the web site (for instance: 1,000 daily unique visitors in the first days 
of October 2020)

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

Covid-19: lesson learned from the first output
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Non-official data, unstructured data and big data are the main sources of 
information of the Data Lab. They serve a purpose: 
• Support the Hand-in-Hand Initiative 

• Scraping sub-national agriculture statistics (area and production) for 
economic analysis

• Estimating poverty maps in the absence of household data
• Contribute to fill FAOSTAT data gaps and replace estimates with data
• Inform Early Warning systems
• Inform SDG indicator 12.3.1.a Food Loss Index
• Enable a quantitative analysis of policy documents

Core activities in 2021: promote the use of Big Data for official 
statistics and more

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps
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HIHI support – disaggregated agriculture statistics
Agricultural production data at national and sub-national level

To reduce respondent burden, the DataLab scraped agricultural production and area data. In the first 13 countries, 
these data came from national official websites or publications. The data is validated against FAOSTAT data and in 
some cases replaces FAOSTAT estimates.

The sub-national data is published in the HiH-GIS platform and on the Data Lab Website.

Sub-national validateddata

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

http://www.fao.org/datalab/website/web/agricultural-production-data-national-and-sub-national-level
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HIHI support: Use of geospatial data to obtain indicators for welfare

A Neural Network model was developed to determine land cover classes and changes in land cover without ground-
truthing data

The land cover 
section

The image for each 
Governorate/District is divided 
into “tiles”, i.e. in a set of 64*64 
pixels (640*640 meters) images

Each tile is assigned to a 
specific Land Cover

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

Source: FAO Data Lab
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HIHI support: Use of geospatial data to estimate welfare indicators

The Data Lab developed a vulnerability map for Yemen in the absence of the usual data. Satellite images, scraped 
data (documents and databases), and prices were used to estimate the vulnerability at district level.

This map displays the 
number of vulnerable 
people in each district

The vulnerability indicator 
is based on a dataset of 
more than 100 variables
- socio-economic 

variables from various 
sources

- Land Cover classes  
through a Neural 
Network model

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

Source: FAO Data Lab
The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on these map(s) do not imply the expression of any 

opinion whatsoever on the part of FAO concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area of its 
authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontier and boundaries. Dashed lines on maps represent 

approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement
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An online Food Loss and Waste database give access to structured data from literature and reports

To overcome data scarcity in the area of food losses, FAO developed a whole data flow and set of tools to structure 
data from unstructured data sources

Data sources:

queries to search 
engines, access to a 
repository, manual 

addition of files

Retrieved objects: 

a set of files (FLW 
literature and 

reports)

SolR
Database:

Conversion 
and 

relevance 

Postgres Database:

Guided extraction tool

dissemination

Support SDG: Inform SDG indicator 12.3.1.a Food Loss Index

DataLab@FAO: a new approach to fill data gaps

https://www.fao.org/platform-food-loss-waste/flw-data/en/

