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FAO-OEA/CIE-IICA WORKING GROUP ON AGRICULTURAL AND LIVESTOCK STATISTICS FOR LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

Twenty-fifth Session

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 10-12 November 2009

UPGRADING HUMAN RESOURCES SKILLS FOR AGRICULTURAL STATISTICS IN 21ST CENTURY
1. Introduction
There is an increasing demand for statistics for evidence-based decision making and in response to emerging issues at international level. More and better trained statisticians are needed in order to satisfy the information required of statistics offices. To improve countries and international organizations capability to produce good and relevant agricultural statistics, there is currently an international initiative and concerted effort to develop a Global Strategy to Improve Agricultural Statistics which will be presented for endorsement in February 2010 at the United Nations Statistical Commission. Implementation of this Global Strategy will include statistical capacity building at country and international levels. Thus training in statistics and related areas will be a major focus in the coming years.   

Human resources development is an important aspect for statistics offices to ensure that staff maintain and acquire the right skills for effectively performing their tasks. Staff can benefit from capacity building programme throughout their career.

One important domain of training will be in new technologies that have bearing on statistics work. Information technology changes very quickly over time. This process has accelerated in recent years and affects the working environment in all domains. There has been a great impact of information technology on the way statistics offices perform their activities. Many new tools are available for statistics work, from data collection to data processing, analysis and dissemination. Staff of statistics offices has to be trained in new information technology skills in order to efficiently perform their duties.

Upgrading staff’s skills in new technology and new statistical tools are very important. National statistics offices have to devise training programmes in these new areas for the benefit of their managers, leaders and technical and administrative staff members.

2. Competence management and capability development 

Staff capability may be subject to continuous evaluation in order to identify, maintain and promote individual performance and learning potential of any staff member. As organizations change, new strategic goals may be introduced. Capacity building programmes have to take up new issues and help management to make decisions regarding the future. These imply investment and efforts by statistics organizations and by individuals. The results are for the benefit of both.
Competence management involves training and learning at every stage of staff career. While formal classes are necessary, they could represent only a small part of all activities contributing to competence. Actually, the largest part of competence development happens in daily work through practice and coaching. The transfer of knowledge from experienced senior staff to new or younger members of a team is an important way of learning. It may be noted that Statistics Sweden has introduced a “Competence Development Policy” to manage its staff development.
Staff capability may be developed by identifying the capabilities required for an efficient organization. Since work of an organization is performed in different areas, competencies required in specific domains are not the same. However there should be a list of core competencies common to all domains and specific competencies for a particular domain. A special unit may be created to develop the core competencies and the domain-specific competencies in close collaboration with managers, supervisors and staff. Management and staff can then discuss what competencies are needed for the performance of tasks and the training required based on staff background and experience. Adopting this approach is the Australian Bureau of Statistics, with its “Organisational People and Learning System.”
Basic statistical skills or competencies are certainly required. Staff in agricultural statistics may need basic training in economics or in agriculture in order to properly understand various concepts they encounter or use. Introduction to such subjects may be organized through special training sessions at the beginning of, or during, the career.

3. Skills required for statistics in new technological environment 
In addition to training in basic statistical skills, upgrading staff capability in new computer skills and information technology is a prerequisite for successful statistics offices. Staff has to be trained in these new and modern techniques and tools in order to respond adequately to more pressing data needs from users and policy makers.
Computer Skills

Practically all statistical activities require the use of computers in the present days. Computers have become so popular that in many countries most statistical staff has access to this modern equipment. All staff can only benefit and can make more and better contributions if they are computer literate. Common software such as Microsoft Excel, Word and PowerPoint may be introduced in the work place with proper training in its use.
More specialized statistical software, such as SPSS or SAS are also very useful for statistical analysis. As many statistical staff as possible should be trained in these computer skills. If staff are well versed with these skills they can efficiently produce analytical tables and graphs for inclusion in various reports.
Geographic Information System (GIS)

This is a very powerful tool in the analysis and dissemination of statistical information. Large statistical tables can be turned into information presented in the form of maps showing analytical results for many variables at the same time. The results regarding different variables can be overlaid on the same map which thus conveys integrated information for the same geographic unit. GIS software is now widely available at reasonable price. It is very advantageous for statistics offices to be equipped with such software. Using GIS to present and disseminate statistical information can help improve the utility and appreciation of statistics. Users and development partners are very interested in statistical information presented on maps using GIS.

Statisticians involved in data analysis and dissemination need to be trained in GIS, in order to produce good quality statistics products. Ad-hoc training activity may be organized for the benefit of staff if they have not participated in a capacity building programme which includes this software.

Communication through Internet

Communication through Internet such as E-mail is another tool that can positively contribute to statistics work. Training for staff in Internet and access to such communication tool are essential for the transmission of data files and information. This could also accelerate data processing as data entry for surveys or censuses may be done in different locations and large data files can be transferred quickly to survey/census data processing centre(s).

Staff training in new information technology

Countries are advised to give high priority to training statistical staff in all the above skills. Staff can undergo in-service training or be sent for specific training programmes. Equipped with these new skills and techniques, staff will feel confident and empowered to produce high quality statistical products.
4. Implications of new technological environment on statistical curricula

Considering the need for computer skills and for new information technology tools in statistics offices, training institutions responsible for the education of current and future statistical staff have to include relevant topics in their curricula. This is valid for both formal educational institutions providing degrees and for those that provide short-term training programmes.
For formal education, specific subjects on computer skills and software, including Excel, SPSS, SAS and GIS may be included in the scientific programme. Appropriate arrangements for practising these skills are very important in addition to theoretical courses. Ample time for computer practice should be planned in the official courses. Additional access to computers for students to practise and to use computers outside the official programmes is also important.
Statistics training institutions in Latin America and the Caribbean offer many of the required training. These institutions include (i) School of Statistics, Universidad Complutense, Madrid, Spain, (ii) School of Statistics for Public Administration, National Institute of Statistics, Madrid, Spain, (iii) the School of Statistics, Costa Rica University (iv) the School of Statistics, National University of Colombia (Medellin), (v) School of Statistic and Actuarial Sciences, Central University of Venezuela, (vi) School of Statistics of the Universidad Mayor de San Marcos, Lima, Peru, (vii) School of Statistics of Rosario, Argentina, and (viii) Autonomous University of Chapingo, Mexico, among others. Their programmes are up-dated taking into account the emerging needs in statistical and computer training. Outside Latin America and the Caribbean, there is in India a specialised institution providing Masters and PhD courses in agricultural statistics, i.e. the Indian Agricultural Statistics Research Institute (IASRI). IASRI also offers courses in statistical computing and organizes short courses to meet specific demands. Also in Africa the Institute of Applied Statistics and Economics, Makarere University, Uganda; (ii) Ecole Nationale de Statistique et d’Economie Appliquée (ENSEA), Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire; (ii) University of Pretoria, South Africa; and (iv) Institut National de Statistique et d’Economie Appliquée (INSEA), Rabat, Morocco.
5. New training methods based on information technology
New developments regarding the education methods have facilitated distance learning allowing students or participants to acquire training without having to physically attend classes, or at least not all the classes. A number of universities and training institutions have introduced such e-leaning method and offer possibilities for students/participants to benefit from their training programme while staying at home or in offices. Communications between professors and students are done through e-mail or Internet. Both sides can also arranged specific time for instant exchange of messages or instructions.

Some training institutions offer a combination of traditional classroom lessons with e-learning for the same course. Participants have to attend only limited number of classroom lessons while taking other parts of the programme through e-learning. The classroom lessons may be at the beginning, in the middle and/or at the end of the overall programme.
Statistics offices may avail themselves of this new e-leaning method to allow more staff to acquire higher education degrees, or to acquire new skills.  

6. Short term courses/degree courses in information technology
There are at present many training institutions that offer training in computer through short-term courses. The latter may be attended at the premises of the concerned institutions or may be delivered in the work place. The courses can be selected depending on the background and level of computer knowledge of the participants.

Degree courses in computing are also offered in many specialized institutions. This is suitable for training specialists in data processing and in information technology. Students acquire here in-depth knowledge of computing that prepare them to take on responsibilities for large scale data processing or for managing computer services. Here, specialised software, such as CSPro should be included in the training programme.
Statistics offices need both high level specialists in computing and computer literate staff. Support in computer services to statistical staff may be provided by specialists in the information technology group.
7. Conclusions
Building staff capability is beneficial to both statistics office and individual staff member. Statistics organizations can introduce training programmes on new topics in order to maintain and improve staff competencies. Many of the competencies are acquired through transfer of knowledge during daily work. 

It is important that statistical staff is provided with training in new computer and other information technology skills. At least every body should be computer literate, while information technology specialists are also needed. Access to computer and to Internet and e-mail can tremendously improve the performance of statistics offices. 
With upgraded staff’s skills in computer and information technology better statistical products can be produced showing attractive outputs. This in turn helps build good image for statistics. Interest of users and development partners in statistics reports, documents or publications will help facilitate financing of statistical undertakings.
8. Points for Consideration by the Working Group

Considering the changing environment of statistical work, the changing demand and training needs, and the current training supply the Working Group is requested to provide its views on:

· The training gaps in Latin America and the Caribbean;

· Role of International Organizations in supporting statistical training activities in Latin America and the Caribbean; and

· Role of National Organizations in supporting statistical training activities in their own countries.
