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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 At its 127th Session, the Programme Committee requested the Office of the Chief Statistician 

to organize a Seminar for Members on FAO’s work on statistics, specifically focusing on the 

methodology of the 21 Sustainable Development Goals’ (SDGs) indicators for which FAO is 

custodian, in the first half of 2020. 

 The Seminar on Statistics for Permanent Representatives took place in the afternoon of 

11 May 2020, and consisted of four parts:  

a) a brief overview of the latest global developments on SDG indicators and the challenges 

in the alignment between national and regional monitoring frameworks to the global SDG 

indicator framework;  

b) a review of the main characteristics of each of the 21 SDG indicators under FAO 

custodianship; 

c) a presentation of FAO’s strategy for addressing the most pressing and transversal 

challenges in SDG reporting by countries; 

d) a panel discussion delving into the current capacity development needs by countries; 

ongoing and future capacity development initiatives; and opportunities for resource 

mobilization.  

 

 

GUIDANCE SOUGHT FROM THE PROGRAMME COMMITTEE 

 The Programme Committee is invited to review the document and provide its guidance as 

deemed appropriate. 

 

Draft Advice 

The Committee: 

 welcomed the significant progress made in FAO’s work on SDG indicators and 

appreciated the Virtual Seminar on Statistics for Permanent Representatives organized 

by the Office of the Chief Statistician; 

 noted the capacity and funding gaps constraining countries’ ability to report on SDG 

indicators and called on Member Countries to afford greater attention to statistics in 

their development cooperation priorities and encouraged FAO to continue thinking 

creatively about resource mobilization initiatives. 
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I. Background 

1. At its 127th Session, the Programme Committee received an update from the Office of the 

Chief Statistician on the latest developments regarding the methodology of SDG indicator 2.4.1 on the 

proportion of agricultural area under productive and sustainable agriculture. As a key follow-up 

action, the Programme Committee requested the Office of the Chief Statistician to organize a Seminar 

for Members on FAO’s work on statistics, specifically focusing on the methodology of the 21 SDG 

indicators for which FAO is custodian, in the first half of 2020.  

2. During the 163rd Session of the Council (December 2019), the Chief Statistician provided a 

brief update on recent developments in the intergovernmental process for SDG monitoring and their 

implications for FAO’s work. In particular, the Council was apprised of the fact that not only did all 

21 SDG indicators under FAO custodianship now have an internationally agreed methodology (since 

April 2019), but also that the majority of the 21 SDG indicators had graduated to the “Tier I” category 

(more than 50 percent of countries reporting data) thanks to the comprehensive set of capacity 

development activities undertaken since 2016. This had allowed the Office of the Chief Statistician to 

produce FAO’s first SDG Progress Report, in July 2019, as an additional input to the global follow-up 

and review process under the High Level Political Forum (HLPF). FAO’s Progress Report is available 

in digital and PDF formats through FAO’s SDG webpages and will become a standing annual issue.  

II. Rationale 

3. The requested Seminar on Statistics, with a focus on the 21 SDG indicators under FAO 

custodianship, comes at a pivotal moment when the international community has just entered the 

10-year countdown to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in the wake of unfavourable 

system-wide reports suggesting that the world is “off track” in meeting the SDGs. In its 

September 2019 declaration, the HLPF alarmingly recognized that only one of the 38 targets assessed 

in the UN’s 2019 SDG Progress Chart was “on track” at the global level. FAO’s SDG Progress 

Report, released ahead of the HLPF’s July 2019 session, similarly highlighted that the world is 

“off-track” in meeting most of the food and agriculture-related targets. After a prolonged period of 

progress during the MDG era, the recent upturn in world hunger is of particular concern. 

4. The Seminar on Statistics, which took place virtually on 11 May, also benefitted from the 

latest updates from the 51st Session of the UN Statistical Commission (March 2020). In this session, 

the UN Statistical Commission ratified the outcomes of the 2020 Comprehensive Review of the SDG 

indicator framework, which has been conducted by the Interagency and Expert Group on SDG 

indicators (IAEG-SDG) over the better part of 2019. The IAEG-SDG, amongst others, approved 

minor methodological revisions to three SDG indicators under FAO custodianship (2.4.1 on 

sustainable agriculture; 2.5.2 on the risk status of livestock breeds; and 5.a.2 on the legal framework 

protecting women’s land rights). This marks a turning point in FAO’s work on SDG indicators, 

signaling the closure of an initial phase of development and testing of new methodologies and 

ushering in a new phase of focus on recent methodological aspects such as data disaggregation, the 

integration of new data sources such as Earth Observation data, as well as the acceleration of capacity 

development initiatives. 

5. FAO presented the first comprehensive report on recent developments in agricultural and 

rural statistics to the 51st Session of the UN Statistical Commission, a decade since the last report of 

its kind was presented to the Statistical Commission by Eurostat. FAO’s report presents a 

retrospective of actions taken by the Organization and its partners to improve the availability and 

quality of food and agricultural statistics, particularly in response to the largely unfavourable 

independent evaluation of FAO’s role and work in statistics (2008). It also describes future 

development plans in this area both in terms of methodological work and capacity development. The 

Statistical Commission welcomed the report and expressed appreciation for the comprehensive set of 
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measures that FAO and its partners have implemented over the last 10 years to improve internal 

governance, as well as the availability and quality of food and agriculture statistics worldwide. 

6. A new, ongoing Evaluation of FAO Statistics, which will be presented by the Office of 

Evaluation to the Programme Committee in May 2020, is expected to seal the stocktaking of FAO’s 

progress over the past decade and provide further guidance on the way forward (see PC 128/5 Sup.1). 

III. Objectives 

7. The objective of the Seminar on Statistics was to provide Members with the first 

comprehensive briefing on FAO’s work on statistics and especially on the 21 SDG indicators under its 

custodianship since the establishment of the SDG indicator framework in 2015. Members have since 

been briefed regularly on specific aspects of this work, for instance under the Council’s 

“developments in fora” session, the informal Seminar for Permanent Representatives on the Food 

Insecurity Experience Scale – FIES (March 2017), the Programme Committee’s item on 

SDG Indicator 2.4.1 in October 2019, and the Resource Partners’ Roundtable in June 2019. However, 

such briefings have usually been either very concise or specific in scope. The new Seminar on 

Statistics therefore aimed to: 

a) provide an update on FAO’s work on SDG indicators, the outcomes of the IAEG-SDG 

process, and the latest decisions of the UN Statistical Commission; 

b) explain in more detail the main characteristics of each of the 21 SDG indicators under 

FAO custodianship, including their main methodological approach, correspondence to 

the target, limitations, main challenges for country reporting and ways to overcome 

these; 

c) discuss the latest capacity development and resource mobilization initiatives geared 

towards supporting countries to report on SDG indicators; and 

d) provide an overview of the new priority methodological areas of work for the 

IAEG-SDG and for FAO, including data disaggregation, the use of new/alternative data 

sources, data timeliness, and the assessment of progress. 

IV. Format 

8. The Seminar on Statistics for Permanent Representatives took place on 11 May 2020, and 

consisted of four parts:  

i. in the first part, FAO provided a brief overview of the latest global developments on 

SDG indicators, discussed the challenges in the alignment between national and 

regional monitoring frameworks to the global SDG indicator framework, and 

highlighted the new priority methodological areas of work for the organization; 

ii. the second part reviewed the main characteristics of each of the 21 SDG indicators 

under FAO custodianship, including methodology, process of methodological 

development, data sources and challenges to country reporting. Permanent 

Representatives received a publication comprising a collection of short fact-sheet on 

each indicator and were briefed on a selection of salient cases;  

iii. in the final section, Members benefited from a panel discussion that grappled with five 

guiding questions concerning capacity development needs in countries; ongoing and 

future capacity development initiatives; and opportunities for resource mobilization. 

The panel was moderated by the Chief Statistician and consisted of five Members 

representing a developed country, a developing country, a partner institution, the FAO 

Office of the Chief Statistician and the Director of the FAO Statistics Division.  
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V. Outcomes 

9. The Membership appreciated the comprehensive Seminar on Statistics, particularly for 

elucidating the process of methodological development for new SDG indicators under the 

IAEG-SDG, highlighting the main constraints in country reporting and presenting FAO’s capacity 

development strategy designed to allow non-reporting countries to begin producing necessary data. 

The Membership welcomed FAO’s new holistic strategy for addressing capacity constraints in SDG 

reporting, centered on four mutually reinforcing initiatives that target key aspects of the data 

production cycle and country-specific statistical development needs: The Umbrella Programme for 

Measuring SDG Data; the 50by2030 Initiative; the Second Action Plan of Global Strategy to Improve 

Agricultural and Rural Statistics 2020-25; and the second phase of the Voices of the Hungry Project. 

The Membership also welcomed the finalization of the indicators’ methodological development and 

the shift in focus towards frontier methodological work areas, which are well aligned to the UN’s 

Roadmap on Innovating UN system Data and Statistics. 

10. The Membership noted with concern that existing financial resources for statistics have not 

kept up with demand and encouraged all countries to bolster investment in their national statistics and 

to afford greater attention to statistics in their national development plans. In particular, the 

Membership noted that investing in data and investing in achieving the SDGs are not in competition; 

rather, they act in synergy by ensuring that limited funds are put to good use based on evidence-based 

decision-making. Participants encouraged resource partners to further prioritize statistics in their 

development cooperation programmes, noting that statistics still attract a meager 0.3% of ODA, and 

also encouraged FAO to continue thinking creatively about resource mobilization initiatives in this 

regard. 

11. During the Questions and Answers session, several members transmitted questions and 

comments verbally or in writing. For instance, Hungary recalled that even if statistics should not be 

considered as an end in itself, it is an essential tool to design appropriate policy measures to achieve 

the SDG targets, whereas Morocco stressed the importance of coordination between the National 

Statistical Office and other line Ministries in SDG reporting. Responding to China, the Secretariat 

explained that FAO initiatives of technical assistance are tailored to the specific statistical capacity 

conditions and survey programme of each country, whereas in response to the US, the Secretariat 

clarified that FAO planned to request voluntary contributions for the new data/statistics initiatives to 

complement the resources already allocated from the regular budget. Responding to other questions, 

the Secretariat clarified the specificities and eligibility criteria of the 50by2030 initiative; explained 

the constraints in validating FIES data and work done to adapt the FIES module to collect food 

security data during the COVID-19 pandemic; and clarified the relationship between the capacity 

development strategy for SDG reporting with the Hand-in-Hand initiative. 

12. A participants’ satisfaction survey administered at the end of the virtual Seminar revealed that 

94 percent of participants deemed the event useful or very useful, and 98 percent of participants 

requested more regular briefings on FAO statistics. In a written comment, Indonesia requested the 

Secretariat to organize an in-depth face-to-face seminar to discuss FAO’s new Strategy for the 

Modernization of Statistics. 

 


