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ABSTRACT 

The paper examines the transition from monitoring the Millennium Development 
Goals to monitoring the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the implications for 
developing countries, and the support that the data revolution could provide. The 
indicators agreed for the SDG targets are discussed in terms of data requirements and 
the different types of data currently collected. The potential for the data revolution to 
strengthen open data and access to data in terms of connectivity is also explored. The 
latter is seen as being central to increasing accountability as part of the monitoring 
process. The paper looks into the areas that the EU might prioritise and how these 
could contribute to the broader Follow-Up and Review framework proposed by the UN 
Secretary General for consideration by the UN General Assembly, as well as offering 
recommendations for EU support to its development partner countries. 



Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

 
This paper was requested by the European Parliament's Committee on Development (DEVE)  

English-language manuscript was completed on 04 July 2016. 

Printed in Belgium. 

Author(s): Neil WEBSTER, Senior Researcher, Danish Institute for International Studies, Denmark, 

Helle Munk RAVNBORG Senior Researcher, Danish Institute for International Studies, Denmark 

Official Responsible: Valerie RAMET 

Editorial Assistant: Simona IACOBLEV  

Feedback of all kind is welcome. Please write to: valerie.ramet@europarl.europa.eu 

To obtain copies, please send a request to: poldep-expo@europarl.europa.eu   

This paper will be published on the European Parliament's online database, 'Think tank'. 

The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the author and any opinions expressed therein do not necessarily 
represent the official position of the European Parliament. It is addressed to the Members and staff of the EP for their 
parliamentary work. Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 

ISBN: 978-92-823-9497-7 (pdf) ISBN: 978-92-823-9498-4 (paper)  

doi: 10.2861/660986 (pdf)  doi: 10.2861/841736 (paper) 

Catalogue number: QA-04-16-533-EN-N (pdf) Catalogue number: QA-04-16-533-EN-C (paper) 

 

  

mailto:valerie.ramet@europarl.europa.eu
mailto:poldep-expo@europarl.europa.eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/home.html


Monitoring the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals – the role of the data revolution  
 

3 

Table of contents 

Executive Summary 7 

1 Introduction 9 

2 From the MDGs to the SDGs – the need for a strong,  
rigorous and more comprehensive monitoring framework9 

2.1 Lessons from the MDGs 10 

2.2 Goals as leverage – also for enhancing statistical  
capacity 10 

2.3 Monitoring for sustainable development as it stands12 

3 The emergence of the SDG framework and the role of the 
data revolution 14 

3.1 Voluntary and guided – the emerging 2030 Agenda 
follow-up and review framework 15 

3.2 The emerging SDG indicator framework 16 

3.3 The contours of the data revolution 20 

3.4 The layers of data generation 21 

3.5 A data revolution in the making 24 

4 SDG monitoring, the data revolution and developing 
countries 27 

4.1 Data gaps and institutional capacities 27 

4.2 A national strategy for development statistics 28 

4.3 Building on existing data reporting mechanisms 30 

4.4 The technical capacity of populations to supply and  
 access data 31 

5 Moving the data revolution forward in developing  
countries with support from the EU and the European 
Parliament in particular 33 

5.1 Technical needs 34 



Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

4 

5.2 Sequencing 35 

5.3 Political needs 36 

5.4 The role of the European Union and the European  
 Parliament 36 

6 Recommendations 39 

6.1 Recommendations to the European Parliament and 
its Committee on Development 39 

6.2 Recommendations for EU engagement with  
developing countries 40 

7 References 42 
 

 

  



Monitoring the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals – the role of the data revolution  
 

5 

 

Boxes, Tables and Figures 
 

Box 1. The Myanmar Census of 2014 ......................................................................................................................................12 

Box 2. The SDG Follow-Up and Review (FUR) process .....................................................................................................15 

Box 3. Data collection in Tanzania ...........................................................................................................................................23 

Box 4. Small area estimates – a tool to meet the need for disaggregated data .....................................................24 

Box 5. Code of practice for European statistics ..................................................................................................................37 

 
Table 1a. NSDS status in IDA countries (Jan. 2016) ...........................................................................................................29 

Table 1b. NSDS status in least developed, low- and lower-middle income countries, 
non-IDA. (Jan. 2016) .........................................................................................................................................................29 

Table 2: Mobile phone and Internet penetration by regions ........................................................................................32 

Table 3: Internet penetration in selected countries ..........................................................................................................32 

Table 4. Overview of on-line services for disadvantaged and vulnerable groups .................................................33 

 
Figure 1. Statistical Capacity Indicator ...................................................................................................................................11 

Figure 2. Proposed SDG indicator framework and preliminary categorisation of indicators according 
to proposed ’tier’ systema ................................................................................................................................................18 

Figure 3. Outstanding SDG indicator issues as of March 2016. ....................................................................................19 

Figure 4. Data coverage for proposed SDG indicators .....................................................................................................19 

Figure 5. Progress of agricultural censuses. WCA 2010 round (2006-2015) .............................................................22 

Figure 6. World population's access to cellular networks ...............................................................................................31 
  

file://mepbrusnvf02/lvesely$/SDG%20Data%20Rev%20Final%20Draft%20Mariam.docx%23_Toc448340997
file://mepbrusnvf02/lvesely$/SDG%20Data%20Rev%20Final%20Draft%20Mariam.docx%23_Toc448341000


Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abbreviations  
 

ADB Asian Development Bank 
DFID Department for International Development 
DRR Disaster Risk Reduction 
EC European Commission 
Ecosoc Economic and Social Council (UN) 
EU European Union 
FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation 
FUR Follow-Up and Review 
GIS Geographic Information Systems 
GPS Global Positioning System 
HLPF High-Level Political Forum 
IDA International Development Assistance 
IAEG Inter-Agency and Expert Group 
IEAG Independent Expert Advisory Group (to the UN Secretary General) 
ILO International Labour Organisation 
IMF International Monetary Fund 
IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
ISRIC International Soil Reference and Information Centre  
ITU International Telecommunication Union 
LDCs Least Developed Countries 
MAPS Marrakech Action Plan for Statistics 
MDG Millennium Development Goal 
MNO Mobile Network Operators 
MPI Multidimensional Poverty Index 
NGO Non-Governmental Organisation 
NSDS National Strategy for the Development of Statistics 
NSO National Statistical Organisation 
ODA Overseas Development Assistance 
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
OWG Open Working Group 
PPP Public-Private Partnerships 
PRSP Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
SAP Strategy Action Plan 
SDG Sustainable Development Goal 
SIDS Small Island Developing States 
UN United Nations 
UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
UNDESA United Nations Department of Social and Economic Affairs 
UNDP United Nations Development Fund 
UNEP United Nations Environment Programme 
UNGA United Nations General Assembly 
UNSC United Nations Statistical Commission 
WB World Bank 
WCA World Programme for the Census of Agriculture (FAO) 
WEF World Economic Forum 
WFP World Food Programme 
WMO World Meteorological Organisation 

 
 



Monitoring the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals – the role of the data revolution  
 

7 

Executive Summary  

This paper examines the lessons learned during the monitoring of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), the data requirements needed to meet the monitoring demands of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), and the ways that the data revolution can build upon past experiences and facilitate the 
monitoring needs of the SDGs. While the SDGs apply to all countries that have signed up to them, the focus 
here is on the developing countries with a view to identifying ways that the European Union might support 
their monitoring efforts.  

The monitoring of the Millennium Development Goals brought about significant advances in the 
systematic and concerted collection and use of data for monitoring their progress across countries. While 
developed countries, for the most part, possess effective administrative data and data repositories that 
permit the monitoring of progress and performance across many but not all fields of sustainable 
development, data collection and monitoring in developing countries, while present, faces a range of 
challenges, both historically with respect to meeting the needs of monitoring the MDGs and presently with 
respect to monitoring progress towards sustainable development.  

Nevertheless, over the past decades, developing countries have strengthened their ability to build upon 
the use of censuses (e.g. household, agricultural, etc.) and household surveys (e.g. living standards, health, 
food security, etc.), as well as on the administrative data that they are in possession of, to develop quite a 
strong basis for monitoring progress towards the MDGs. 

The paper points to the need for developing countries to commit additional resources to their national and 
sub-national statistics to develop the necessary capacities required to monitor progress on the SDGs, 
building further on the advances achieved to date. Bilateral, multilateral, and regional development 
partners will have a vital role in supporting and facilitating these efforts, with UN agencies playing a 
coordinating role, not least under the 2030 Agenda Follow-Up and Review (FUR) framework proposed by 
the UN Secretary General for consideration by the UN General Assembly. 

Today’s data revolution offers important ways and means for collecting, organising, analysing and 
disseminating existing data in increasingly efficient and effective ways. It can provide data in ways that are 
more secure, more timely, have greater quality control and all at a lower cost than was possible just a 
decade ago. The data revolution also offers ways of working with new types of data such as ‘big data’, with 
new partnerships for collecting and working with data, and with new degrees of accountability on the basis 
of open data and greater and more inclusive connectivity. 

The paper suggests that the EU and its institutions possess certain comparative advantages that would 
enable it to make important contributions to the work of developing countries in data collection and 
management drawing on the potential of the data revolution. The EU should prioritise these. They are: 

• Supporting and contributing to enable the disaggregation of data such that intra-country comparisons 
can be made, particularly between different social and economic categories within the population as 
envisaged in the 2030 Agenda; 

• Working with the sequencing such that data for the SDG indicators move increasingly towards reliance 
on administrative data in the longer term, and less on censuses and surveys as this will serve the dual 
purpose of improving data availability and promoting the achievement of the sustainable 
development target on developing effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all levels 
(SDG16, target 6); 

• Working also with sequencing of investment on SDG indicators whereby the greatest investment 
initially goes to the areas where (global) capacity is weakest; 
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• Support efforts to report on pro-SDG global financial flows and use the data revolution to strengthen 
the possession of information and thereby the capacity of tax and investment authorities in low- and 
middle-income countries; 

• Work to reduce the possibility of an increasing digital divide that risks marginalising further already 
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups in terms of being counted and in terms of access to information 
and services; 

• Spearhead the efforts to develop regional review mechanisms for the 2030 Agenda by instituting a 
strong, participatory and transparent regional review mechanism at the European level; and 

• Promote and secure human rights on the basis of data management, privacy, relevant conventions and 
similar. 

In each of these areas the comparative strengths of the EU can be brought into the work of the High Level 
Political Forum (HLPF) and the UN Follow-Up and Review framework and thereby make an important 
contribution towards achieving the SDGs by 2030.  

With this in mind, the European Parliament would organise an annual regional review of (i) progress 
towards the SDGs within the EU, and (ii) the effects of the EU on the progress of developing countries with 
a specific focus on the need for policy coherence across the full range of EU policies and their 
implementation with respect to these countries.  

For its part, the Committee on Development could contribute with specific contributions to the broader 
EU review process; namely (i) the progress reported by developing countries that are partners to the EU 
and/or its member governments, (ii) the estimated impact of EU contributions with particular focus on the 
six fields of EU comparative advantage identified above, (iii) the Committee on Development’s own 
assessment of the state of policy coherence for development, and (iv) an assessment as to the country and 
regional focus of the EU’s support for development in the light of progress towards the SDG reported. 

For each of these four contributions, a clear set of suggestions would be presented to the European 
Parliament based on the existing and emerging challenges identified within each.  

In addition to its contributions to the annual regional review, the Committee on Development would 
organise an annual briefing on developing countries’ progress generally and the contribution made by the 
EU to this progress.
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1 Introduction 
This paper seeks to examine the role that the ongoing data revolution can have in the monitoring of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) from today to 2030.  

The paper takes its point of departure in the monitoring of the MDGs and the important lessons to be taken 
forward from the MDG monitoring experience. This assessment leads into a discussion of the role that the 
data revolution can have in taking monitoring forward into the new era of the SDGs. 

The coincidence of the data revolution with the move from the Millennium Development Goals to the 
Sustainable Development Goals is fortuitous given the demands for not just more and better data, but also 
new ways of working with and managing data in order that progress towards the SDGs can be effectively 
and efficiently monitored. The goals, their targets and indicators are many and the pursuit of greater social 
inclusiveness in the monitoring requires the active engagement of many more stakeholders than for the 
MDGs. The data revolution is characterised by new technologies, new stakeholder partnerships, new 
platforms for bringing data together, and not least new ways of using data by analysts, policy makers and 
citizens. As such it provides an important platform for implementing the SDGs and for monitoring the 
progress made towards their achievement. 

The data revolution provides an important basis for building on the MDG monitoring experience, enabling 
a quantitative and qualitative step forward. The world is witnessing a rapid development in the quantities 
and types of data produced – some organised, some not. Big data is a part of this change, offering new 
types of data drawing on social media usage, mobile phone data and much more. When integrated and 
analysed into the broader data revolution directed at SDG indicators, it can become an important asset. 
However much remains unorganised from the standpoint of development statistics, not least the volumes 
of data collected and held in the private sector. 

Accessing, using and benefiting from data is assumed and expected by increasing numbers of the global 
population, but they remain a minority. A digital divide is present in terms of being counted or digitally 
noted (the ‘missing millions’), in terms of distribution of benefits and in terms of connectivity and access. 
Here it is not just the data, but the outputs from data analysis that are critical. The potential is seemingly 
infinite as the momentum of the data revolution gathers pace. The SDGs are discussed with the ambitious 
aim that no one be left behind. Guiding and harnessing the data revolution to secure this aim is critical and 
the EU will be a central actor in the work to achieve it.  

One of the most important elements is the potential for greater accountability that the data revolution 
offers and which the EU can promote. The monitoring and review framework proposed by the UN takes its 
starting point in national governments and their guided, but voluntary, engagement in the processes 
outlined. In that governments can be held accountable in many ways, the framework and its approach 
does set the scene for using the data revolution as a powerful toolbox for securing development that is 
more sustainable, socially inclusive and global.  

2 From the MDGs to the SDGs – the need for a strong, rigorous 
and more comprehensive monitoring framework 

The Millennium Declaration and the associated Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) essentially shaped 
a social service delivery agenda of primary relevance to developing countries. In contrast, the recently 
adopted 2030 Agenda and the associated Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) mark a much more 
comprehensive – and transformative – agenda for sustainable development that in addition to the social 
sector also encompasses issues of production, consumption and governance. Obviously, to monitor 
progress according to this new agenda will require a monitoring framework which is not only strong and 
rigorous, but also much more comprehensive than any global or national monitoring efforts previously 
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seen. While important lessons should be drawn from the MDG monitoring efforts, positive as well as 
negative, care should also be taken to build upon the monitoring efforts taking place in non-MDG sectors 
as well as to seize the opportunities presented by new technological developments. This section briefly 
highlights the lessons to be drawn from the MDG monitoring experience. 

2.1 Lessons from the MDGs 
Individually, the MDGs might not have been more than a mere restatement of existing trends and targets, 
but as a set of collectively agreed goals the MDGs were ambitious in that they introduced a new dynamic 
to global agendas pursued by different national and international actors, including civil society. For many 
countries they proved to be overambitious as demonstrated by the number that failed to meet some if not 
all of the MDGs. 

The MDGs were global goals, but they did not apply equally to all countries. Developing countries 
committed themselves to work towards realising the goals while developed countries committed 
themselves to providing international development assistance to support that attempt. The MDGs became 
a yardstick for measuring global progress, but with different roles and thereby different obligations placed 
on the governments that had signed up to the MDGs. The SDGs apply to all countries resulting in a shift in 
roles and obligations. 

The MDGs were primarily focused on the reduction of extreme poverty and on social service provision 
within the sectors of education, health and water supply. The SDGs now bring other sectors and not least 
production into the picture, as well as greater attention to consumption and governance.  

Generally, the MDGs saw developing countries as the object and developed countries as the supporter, 
with high-income countries expected to provide much of the financial and technical assistance, primarily 
through official development assistance (ODA). However, not everything was quite as it perhaps seemed; 
it should be noted that some 70 % of funding budgeted for achieving the MDGs came from low- and 
middle-income countries’ own revenues and that in future an estimated 50 % of low-income countries’ 
national budgets are expected to be for SDG investments (Schmidt-Traub, 2015:117-8). 

2.2 Goals as leverage – also for enhancing statistical capacity 
The MDGs provided an important set of reference points for a broad range of stakeholders to work with: 
governments have been able to assess their progress, designing and tuning their policies to build on the 
lessons learnt and the progress achieved; donor agencies have looked to the MDG monitoring when 
making commitments to support developing countries and to highlight the strengths and weaknesses of 
the approaches adopted and the needs remaining; civil society organisations have used the leverage that 
performance successes and failures provide when holding provider and recipient governments as well as 
various international and inter-governmental organisations to account if they have failed to live up to their 
MDG commitments. Last, but not least, citizens have been able to use the monitoring of the MDGs as a 
basis for holding governments accountable for their performances on the MDGs.  

In these ways actors, from citizens to international organisations, have used the MDGs in pursuit of their 
needs and interests, where they can. Monitoring and – as a central element in monitoring – data, have 
played a crucial role here, as succinctly formulated by Trevor Manual, South Africa’s Finance Minister (1996-
2009) and Minister in the Presidency for the National Planning Commission (2009-14):  

‘Whether we wish to adjust the size of our fiscal deficit, increase social spending, pursue 
macroeconomic convergence in the region, or assess progress in achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals, accurate, timely, useful data lie at the heart of all these efforts… Achieving 
the right policies requires the management of trade-offs informed by good statistics.’ (RT3, 2007: 
2) 
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The early recognition of the importance of good statistics led to the approval of the Marrakech Action Plan 
for Statistics (MAPS) at the Second Roundtable on Managing for Results, held in Marrakech, Morocco in 
February 2004.1 Subsequently, international agencies like the World Bank have been working to support 
statistical capacity building in programmes such as STATCAP and ECASTAT,2 usually focusing on those 
statistics that are considered to be ‘official’ (i.e. those statistics produced by governments as a public good). 

Thus, over the past decades, a significant concerted effort has taken place to enhance the statistical 
capacity of national statistical offices (NSOs) in low and middle-income countries and to harmonise survey 
instruments to enable comparability over time and across countries.  

Since 2004, the World Bank has made an annual assessment of countries’ statistical capacity, expressed in 
the Statistical Capacity Indicator,3 based on the country’s ability to collect, analyse, and disseminate high-
quality data about its population and economy. Overall, the capacity for low and middle-income countries 
has improved from an average Statistical Capacity Indicator value of 65.3 in 2004 to an average of 68.8 in 
2015. However, gaps still exist, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East and the West Asia 
region (see Figure 1). These gaps are due to a combination of factors ranging from limited independence 
from political interference experienced by NSOs, through insufficient technical capacity to what the World 
Bank has labelled ‘data deprivation’ (Serajuddin et al., 2015). Combined, these factors affect not only the 
production and thereby the availability of data, but also the analysis, dissemination, public accessibility 
and thus the use of data in a country. This often has serious implications e.g. for policy making as the case 
of Myanmar illustrates (see Box 1). 

Figure 1. Statistical Capacity Indicator, Overall Score 2+15 (100 highest, 0 lowest) 

 
 

 
1 The Roundtable was sponsored by the multilateral development banks - the African Development Bank, Asian Development 
Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, Inter-American Development Bank and the World Bank - in 
collaboration with the Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 
2 See http://www.worldbank.org/en/data/statistical-capacity-building. 
3 Based on the methodology, source of data, and periodicity of agricultural census data, health survey, population census, poverty 
surveys (LSMS) and vital (civil) registration system coverage (http://datatopics.worldbank.org/statisticalcapacity/home.aspx).  

http://www.worldbank.org/en/data/statistical-capacity-building
http://datatopics.worldbank.org/statisticalcapacity/home.aspx
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Source: http://datatopics.worldbank.org/statisticalcapacity/home.aspx 

2.3 Monitoring for sustainable development as it stands 
The MDGs operated with global indicators, but the data that was used to assess progress on the MDG 
indicators has been generated primarily on a country-by-country basis. Importantly, the format for 
reporting on national data has become increasingly standardised as the example of sanitation monitoring 
illustrates. 

Halving the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation was one of the targets under MDG7 on ensuring environmental sustainability. According to 
WHO, the target was met already in 2010 with respect to drinking water. However, the fact is that despite 
steady improvements since the late 1990s in the global ability to monitor progress with respect to water 
and sanitation coverage, most developing countries have little idea regarding the proportion of their 
population having sustainable access to drinking water, nor do they know if the water people have access 
to is safe for drinking.  

As monitoring of the MDG7 target on water and sanitation illustrates, developing a meaningful, reliable 
and robust monitoring system that allows for comparison over time and across countries takes time. The 
Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation was established in 1990 by WHO and UNICEF 
(WHO/UNICEF, 2003). Initially, the global status of the water supply and sanitation sector was assessed on 
the basis of information reported by national health ministries and water agencies, who in turn relied on 
information provided from the thousands of district-level branches. Although structured and guided by 
the Joint Monitoring Programme, such information was often found to be grossly inaccurate. Therefore, in 
1997, it was decided to change the monitoring approach to instead increasingly draw upon and combine 

Myanmar: The 2014 Census was the first since 1983. It revealed the population to be 51.42 million and not 
the 60.98 million as was officially estimated in October 2012. Other demographic trends of great interest and 
implication for planning etc. include: 

• Population growth, 0.89 % per year, is less than half the 1970s rate and slowing. 

• There are only 93 males for every 100 females, reflecting significantly lower male life expectancy 
and higher migration by men. 

• Half the population is under the age of 27, but the proportion of children has started to fall. 

• The average number of children per woman has declined to 2.3 from 4.7 in 1983. 

• Life expectancy at birth, 66.8 years, has improved but is still one of the lowest in South-East Asia. 
Life expectancy is six years longer for females than males. 

• Infant and under-5 mortality rates are high nationwide (62 and 72 per 1,000 live births, 
respectively), and nearly twice as high in some states as in others. 

• Almost 90 %  of adults are literate, but in Shan state only 63 % are. 

• 85 % of adult males and 50 % of females are in the workforce; unemployment is 4 %, and nearly 
twice as high for those aged 15-29. 

• Only a third of households have electric lights and a third have mobile phones, but half have 
televisions. 

• Over 70 % of homes have improved water and sanitation, but far fewer do in some states. 

Source: UNFPA, June 2015. 

 Box 1. The Myanmar Census of 2014 

http://datatopics.worldbank.org/statisticalcapacity/home.aspx
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verifiable data from various types of already existing household surveys in conjunction with data provided 
from governments e.g. on water supply coverage. This was obviously a clear improvement, and today 
assessments of the global drinking water and sanitation situation are based on comparable and verifiable 
empirical data rather than expert assessments. Nevertheless, monitoring of progress with respect to the 
MDG7 target on water and sanitation has been hampered by the unavailability of data, not so much in 
terms of coverage, as in terms of content.  

Rather than monitoring progress with respect to ‘sustainable access to safe drinking water’, the proxy 
indicator of ‘use of an improved drinking water source’ has formed the basis for the monitoring of progress 
against the MDG7 water target. Hence, when the WHO states that the MDG7 water-related target was met 
already in 2010, this statement is based on the assessment of the proportion of people who have ‘use of 
an improved drinking water source’, not on the basis of an assessment of the proportion of people who 
have obtained ‘sustainable access to safe drinking water’. In this light, it is less clear if the target has been 
met.  

While in 2015, 663 million people were estimated to still rely on ‘unimproved’ drinking water sources, WHO 
estimated that at least 1.8 billion people used a drinking water source that is contaminated with faecal 
matter, i.e. unsafe water. Moreover, the surveys used to assess the use of ‘improved’ water sources often 
only provide snapshots of the situation at a given – but varying – point in time without enquiring into 
seasonal or temporal variations throughout the year. Thus, little is known with respect to the sustainability 
of the access enjoyed. Research conducted in five districts in Bolivia, Mali, Nicaragua, Vietnam and Zambia 
(e.g. Ravnborg and Jensen, 2012) shows that for one-eighth of all rural households the primary drinking 
water source used in the dry season differs from that used during the rainy season. 

These weaknesses are clearly acknowledged by the Joint Monitoring Programme. While seeking to 
combine more data sources to create a better picture of coverage and access to improved drinking water 
sources, work continues to develop methods that enable the monitoring of drinking water quality and the 
sustainability of its access. The proposed indicator framework for monitoring SDG6 targets on drinking 
water, sanitation, hygiene and waste water testifies to these developments. And yet, despite these 
developments, data, particularly on water quality, remains limited for a number of low- and middle-income 
countries. According to the overview of SDG6 metadata, prepared for the third IAEG-SDGs, data on 
availability and quality of water supplies are currently available from household surveys or administrative 
sources including regulators for over 70 high‐income countries, and at least 30‐40 low‐ and middle‐income 
countries, i.e. a total of around 100 countries, leaving another 100, primarily low- and middle-income 
countries uncovered. While it remains a serious challenge, the situation is expected to improve further as 
water quality regulation becomes more widespread in low‐ and middle‐income countries. 

As the example of water and sanitation reveals, behind the progress reports on MDG progress lies a data 
landscape that is far from complete and lacks adequate standardisation. More specifically the situation can 
be summarised as suffering from the following: 

• Data gaps: In a number of countries data were never collected or the data collected was poor and 
inadequate to the purpose. Again, the example of Myanmar illustrates a country governing in the ‘data 
dark’; the government did not know the size of the population it governed, or about changes in the 
demographic trends unfolding. It might be that the government felt no compelling need to know, 
perhaps the absence of information served another purpose, but the data gap was enormous. 

• Conceptual gaps: In a number of cases the indicators selected for a given target failed to capture the 
essence of the target they were set to measure, as in the case of the water and sanitation target where 
no data were provided on ‘safe water’. Again, the explanation may be a combination of lack of data and 
the political (in) convenience of making such data available. 
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• Data and methodology revisions: Probably related to the above-mentioned data and conceptual gaps; 
as stated by the Center for Global Development, the MDG monitoring effort suffered from widespread 
data revisions or retractions, which made annual tracking of MDG progress difficult. 4 

• Hiding diversity and data analytically underutilised: MDG monitoring was all too often dealt with by 
taking averages across a country, and these did not permit the analysis of differences and trends 
between different socioeconomic and cultural identity groups within a country. One notable result was 
that problems faced by specific groups based on specific cultural identities such as ethnicity, language, 
race, religion or locality, were missed. 

Nevertheless, the MDG monitoring effort has taught governments, civil society organisations and 
international organisations that comprehensive, robust and standardised data collection and 
management is indeed possible and that concerted efforts to develop means of standardisation in 
definitions and measurements and regular and consistent collection pay off as it enables the measurement 
of trends and progress over time and the subsequent adjustment of policies.  

It also demonstrated that monitoring is increasingly being linked to accountability and that accountability 
requires ever-greater transparency and more inclusive access to information. The desire of civil society and 
citizens to be engaged in the monitoring of progress is something that can be actively encouraged and 
facilitated to this end. 

3 The emergence of the SDG framework and the role of the 
data revolution 

It is against this background that the SDG monitoring framework, as part of the overall 2030 Agenda follow-
up and review framework, is being developed. Preparations started well in advance of the final approval of 
the agenda and the sustainable development goals and targets. This in itself serves as an indication of the 
crucial importance assigned to monitoring and data collection.  

In response to the High-level Panel of Experts’ (UN, 2013) call for a ‘data revolution’, in 2014 the UN 
Secretary General formed a group of experts to advise him on the opportunities offered by a data 
revolution for sustainable development. Their report A World That Counts was published in November 
2014. The report formulates the SDG monitoring vision that ‘Never again should it be possible to say “we 
didn’t know”. No one should be invisible. This is the world we want – a world that counts.’ (IEAG, 2014:3). It 
highlights two global and overarching challenges for the current state of data and thus for SDG monitoring: 

• The challenge of invisibility – gaps in what we know from data, and when we find out. 

• The challenge of inequality – gaps between those with and without information, and what they need 
to know make their own decisions.5  

Hence, in response to these lessons and inputs, the 2030 Agenda calls for a ‘robust, voluntary, effective, 
participatory, transparent and integrated follow-up and review framework’ as a vital contribution to 
implementation and as a means to ‘promote accountability to citizens, support active international 
cooperation on achieving the Agenda and foster exchange of best practices and mutual learning’ (UN, 
2015c: paragraphs 72 & 73). 

  

 
4See http://www.cgdev.org/page/mdg-progress-index-gauging-country-level-achievements. 
5 See http://www.undatarevolution.org/report/.  

http://www.cgdev.org/page/mdg-progress-index-gauging-country-level-achievements
http://www.undatarevolution.org/report/
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3.1 Voluntary and guided – the emerging 2030 Agenda follow-up and 
review framework 

‘Voluntary’ and ‘guided’, these two words characterise the follow-up and review framework proposed by 
the UN Secretary General (UN, 2016) for the UN General Assembly in preparation of the 2016 meeting of 
the High-level Political Forum (HLPF) to be held in July 2016. While the final follow-up and review 
framework – at least for the first part of the period until 2030 – is yet to be approved, it seems clear that the 
follow-up and review framework will consist of a minimum of the following six key elements: 

• National and sub-national reviews; 

• Regional reviews; 

• Voluntary national reviews by the HLPF; 

• Thematic reviews by the HLPF; 

• Annual Progress Report on the SDGs by the UN Secretary General; and 

• Global Sustainable Development Report (GSDR). 

The process is summarised in the Box 2. 

Box 2. The SDG Follow-Up and Review (FUR) process 

 
Note: Each individual country will only be reviewed twice between 2015 and 2030. Annual reviews will be under Ecosoc, except in each 
fourth year when it will be HLPF. Recommendations to government will be from the UN and bilateral. 

Apart from keeping track of progress, the aim of follow-up and review is to provide useful input to the vast 
range of decision makers who have committed themselves to promoting the achievement of the 2030 
Agenda. Beyond governments, such decision makers include mayors and district governments, civil society 
organisations, individual citizens and consumers, private companies and family enterprises. Thus, the 
national and sub-national reviews, which member states are encouraged to undertake, are regarded as 
one of the cornerstones of the proposed follow-up and review framework. While the proposed framework 
leaves it up to the member states to design and undertake these reviews, the UN Secretary General offers 
the support of the UN system to countries for the conduct of national reviews, including for strengthening 
the capacity of national statistical offices, data systems and evaluation bodies. 

Start 



Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

16 

Another cornerstone in the proposed framework is the Annual Progress Report on the SDGs to be 
prepared by the UN Secretary General as well as the Global Sustainable Development Report which will 
depict and analyse trends in a ‘factual manner’ drawing on already existing in-depth technical analysis and 
data sets, e.g. on the basis of the emerging global SDG indicator framework. These elements are envisaged 
to provide the central inputs to the remaining three types of reviews, namely the voluntary national 
reviews and the thematic reviews by the HLPF, and the regional reviews conducted in different regional 
fora. Inspired by the experiences from the WTO Trade Policy Review Mechanism as well as the Universal 
Periodic Review in the area of human rights, the proposal is that on a voluntary basis each member state is 
to carry out up to two Voluntary National Reviews at the HLPF between now and 2030. The Secretary 
General suggests that the UN General Assembly should consider inviting the Secretary General to further 
elaborate voluntary guidelines for the national reviews at the HLPF. 

The HLPF meets under the auspices of the UN General Assembly every fourth year and under the auspices 
of the Economic and Social Council (Ecosoc) in the intermediate three years. During the years when the 
HLPF meets under the auspices of the Ecosoc, it is proposed that Thematic Reviews are carried out in 
addition to the Voluntary National Reviews. This proposal is currently being discussed, but it is agreed that 
plans and progress on the implementation of a number of SDG cross-cutting issues will be reviewed. The 
more detailed clustering of SDGs for the proposed thematic reviews has yet to be finalised.6  

In what is referred to as an ‘innovative provision’, the 2030 Agenda called upon reporting by and on non-
government stakeholders and partnerships, e.g. private sector, civil society organisations, large cities etc. 
in their effort to contribute to implementation. The proposed follow-up and review framework reiterates 
this provision and invites voluntary reports by non-governmental actors and partnerships to be submitted 
to the HLPF, as well as suggesting more structured reporting mechanisms to the HLPF. Member states are 
also encouraged to involve non-governmental actors in the national and sub-national reviews as well as in 
the reporting to be conducted in preparation for the voluntary national review by the HLPF. 

The regional reviews are envisaged as ‘peer learning and assessment of progress and policies’ and to be 
supported by the regional commissions, but also by other regional organisations – inter-governmental as 
well as non-governmental. Alongside the national and sub-national reviews, these regional reviews are 
envisaged to provide input to, and be discussed in, a dedicated part of the annual HLPF meeting. 

3.2 The emerging SDG indicator framework 
Although not matching the process leading to the formulation of the SDGs, efforts have been made to 
devise a process for the identification and formulation of a set of global SDG indicators characterised by 
transparency and public participation. Despite the short time span since mid-2015 when the Inter-Agency 
and Expert Group (IAEG-SDG) was established under the auspices of the UN Statistical Commission (UNSC) 
and tasked to coordinate the development of a set of SDG indicators, the process of developing the global 
SDG indicator framework has been characterised by considerable openness.7 

 
6 The proposal from UN Secretary General is that SDG17 is reviewed each year in addition to clusters of the remaining 16 SDGs. For 
2016, ‘Ensuring that no one is left be behind’ is proposed as the thematic title, focusing on SDGs 1, 6, 8 and 10 (in addition to SDG 
17). For 2017, ‘Ensuring food security on a safe planet by 2030’ is proposed as the thematic review, encompassing the SDGs 2, 13, 
14 and 15 (in addition to 17). For 2018, the title of “Making cities sustainable and building productive capacities’ is proposed, 
encompassing SDGs 7, 9, 11 and 12, in addition to SDG 17; while for 2019 the proposed title is “Empowering people and ensuring 
inclusiveness: peaceful and inclusive societies, human capital development, and gender equality”, focussing on SDG 3, 4, 5 and 16, 
again in addition to SDG 17 (UN, 2016).  
7 The process has involved two public consultations and some – although limited – participation from different stakeholder groups 
at the meetings of the Inter Agency and Expert Group (IAEG). 
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At its 47th session held in March 2016, the UN Statistical Commission (UNSC) agreed to the SDG Indicator 
Framework elaborated by the Inter Agency and Expert Group as a practical starting point for the further 
work of the Group towards establishing a global SDG indicator framework.  

The proposed indicator framework currently consists of 241 indicators of which ten are repeated for more 
than one target, two of which are repeated twice, thus resulting in 229 discrete indicators, corresponding 
to the 17 goals and the 169 targets. Moreover, the UN Statistical Commission reiterated the importance of 
data disaggregation in order to meet the ambition of leaving no one behind, which is an essential ambition 
of the 2030 Agenda. Thus it endorsed the overarching principle of data disaggregation as proposed by the 
Inter Agency and Expert Group to accompany the list of indicators, formulated as follows: 

‘Sustainable Development Goal indicators should be disaggregated, where relevant, by income, 
sex, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability and geographic location, or other 
characteristics, in accordance with the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.’ (UN-Ecosoc, 
2016: paragraph 26).8 

Furthermore, the UNSC approved the development of a tier system in which the proposed indicators are 
categorised into three tiers and it charged the Inter Agency and Expert Group with further operationalising 
this tier system. Tier I consists of indicators that are conceptually clear, for which established 
methodologies exist, standards are available and where data are regularly produced by countries. Tier II 
consists of indicators that are conceptually clear, have well established methodologies and standards, but 
where data are not regularly produced by countries. Finally, Tier III consists of indicators for which 
methodologies and standards do not exist or are still being developed and no data is therefore available.  

Following the decision by the UNSC, the Inter-Agency and Expert Group made a first attempt to categorise 
the proposed indicators according to the three tiers in preparation for its third meeting held on 31 March 
and 1 April 2016. 9 A little over 40 % of the currently proposed indicators were categorised as Tier I 
indicators, while a little more than 30 % of them were categorised as Tier III indicators. However, Tier I and 
Tier III indictors are not evenly distributed across the 17 SDGs. A closer look (Figure 2) shows that the largest 
share of Tier I  indicators falls under the SDGs that lie close to the previous MDGs. For example, SDG3 on 
health, or the SDGs that reflect more conventional economic development thinking, such as SDG8 on 
decent work and economic growth, SDG9 on industry, innovation and infrastructure and SDG7 on 
affordable and clean energy. 

At the other end of scale, for goals and targets which include aspects related to the natural resource base 
of production, to the distribution of development outcomes or that require data with respect to private 
sector SDG financing,10 a higher share of the proposed indicators are categorised as Tier III indicators. This 
applies to the SDG2 targets related to small-scale agriculture as well as to the sustainability of agricultural 
production, SDG12 on responsible consumption and production, SDG13 on climate action, SDG14 on 
ocean management and conservation, SDG5 on gender equality and SDG10 on reducing inequalities. In 
some cases, this is due to lack of data (see Figure 3), insufficient data coverage (see Figure 4) or lack of a 
proven methodology concept. In other cases, however, such as with respect to SDG12 on responsible 
consumption and production, this is owing to methodological disputes as to the readiness of the indicators 

 
8 This, however, may represent a drawback from previous statements on data disaggregation, most recently in the 2030 Agenda 
agreement itself which states that follow-up and review mechanisms will be ‘...disaggregated by income, sex, age, race, ethnicity, 
migration status, disability and geographic location and other characteristics relevant in national contexts.’ [emphasis added] (UN, 
2015c: paragraph 74g). Thus it is clear that to some actors disaggregation and the issues of distribution and inequality are 
contentious. 
9 See http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-
16.pdf  
10 e.g. with respect to the USD 100 billion climate change mitigation and adaptation commitment made at COP15 and reaffirmed 
at COP21. 

http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf
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proposed (see Figure 3). In this case the material footprint of consumption and production, considered 
well-proven by UNEP as the proposed custodian agency, is disputed by the OECD.11 Resolving such 
disputes and making data available for the almost 60 indicators where at present no data is available for 
any country, is a global and urgent challenge to be overcome if the ambitions of the 2030 Agenda are to 
be met. 

With Tier I indicators ready to be used, the Inter-Agency and Expert Group will now focus their attention 
on resolving the outstanding issues related to the Tier II and Tier III indicators as well as to the issues related 
to data disaggregation. Without resolving these issues, it will not be possible to trace progress towards 
achieving the transformational aspirations of the 2030 Agenda.  

 

Figure 2. Proposed SDG indicator framework and preliminary categorisation of indicators according 
to proposed ’tier’ systema, (N=233 indicators, classification missing for 8 indicators) 

 

 
 
Source: Own elaboration based on http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-
Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf. 
 

a Each indicator is classified according to the tier system, proposed by the UNSC, by the proposed custodian agency 
as well as by the UNSC Secretariat. In cases where divergence exists between these two classifications (see Figure 3), 
preference has been given to the revised classification proposed by the Secretariat. 
 

 
11 See  http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-
16.pdf: 29.   

http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf
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Figure 3. Outstanding SDG indicator issues as of March 2016. Per cent indicators where the tier categorisation is 
disputed,a where data is absent,b or where the proposed methodology is disputed,c per SDG 

 

 a ‘Tier disputed’ refers to the 
existence of divergence between 
the readiness classification 
undertaken by the proposed 
‘custodian’ agency and the 
revised classification proposed 
by the UNSC Secretariat. 
b ‘Data absence’ refers to the 
situation where systematic data 
does not exist for any country.  
c ‘Methodology disputed’ refers 
to the situation where agencies 
mutually disagree with respect to 
the existence of conceptually 
clear and/or proven 
methodology. Cases where there 
is agreed conceptual or 
methodological lack of clarity are 
included as ‘methodology 
disputed’. 

 
Source: Based on http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-
SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf. 
Figure 4. Data coverage for proposed SDG indicators Per cent indicators by number of countries for which data is 
present, by SDG (N=199 indicators, 42 indicators missing) 

 
Source: Based on http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-
Indicators-24-03-16.pdf. 
 

Above all else the proposed SDG indicator framework testifies to the importance of multilateral 
cooperation between countries as well as with specialised UN agencies serving as focal points and of 
fostering the necessary standardisation. It demonstrates the importance of shared agendas – whether 
shaped by voluntary non-binding goals such as the MDGs and now the SDGs, specific action programmes 
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such as the UN Sustainable Energy for All Programme, or by legally binding international conventions such 
as the human rights conventions and the multilateral environmental agreements, such as the so-called Rio 
conventions.12 They all contribute to define the metrics and scales according to which development in 
general as well as concrete policies, investment plans and behavioural patterns should be measured, 
evaluated and adjusted.  

The proposed SDG indicator framework also testifies to the importance of international cooperation 
among researchers and civil society organisations. Since the mid-1990s researchers, in cooperation with 
civil society organisations, have worked to develop, refine and promote the concept of ecological footprint, 
and later, also, of water footprint, i.e. the footprint of nations and specific products as a measurement of 
ecological sustainability. Today these efforts have paved the way for the use of the concept of ‘material 
footprint’ proposed as part of the SDG indicator framework for SDG8 and SDG12. 

Finally, pursuing the principle that ‘public data is open data’, more and more datasets – also of microdata 
– are being standardised and made publically available, both through the web portals of national statistical 
offices and through international data sharing platforms hosted, for example, by the World Bank, the OECD, 
the FAO, etc. This opens up hitherto unprecedented opportunities for research, comparison, and 
accountability. Yet it remains that the implementation of the global SDG indicator framework will present 
a challenge in many countries, high-income as well as low- and middle-income ones, and appropriate 
efforts to strengthen national statistical capacities will be needed especially in the least developed 
countries with regions such as Africa being particularly in need. 

3.3 The contours of the data revolution  
The term ‘data revolution’ was coined by the High-Level Panel of Experts which presented its report in 
2013. They used the term to refer to ‘a new international initiative to improve the quality of statistics and 
information available to citizens and governments for accountability and decision-making purposes’ (UN, 
2013). Later, the report ‘A World That Counts’ prepared by the Independent Expert Advisory Group on the 
data revolution to the UN Secretary General described it as the ‘explosion in the volume of data, the speed 
with which data are produced, the number of producers of data, the dissemination of data, and the range 
of things on which there is data, coming from new technologies such as mobile phones and the ‘internet 
of things’, and from other sources such as qualitative data, citizen-generated data and perceptions data’ 
(IEAG, 2014: 6).  

Hence, the new opportunities – the data revolution – refers not only to new sources and types of data, but 
also to new ways of collecting data, linking different sources of data, sharing the analytical results, and not 
least, increasing access to data.  

‘Big data’ refers to sources such as social media, mobile phone use, digitally mediated transactions, the 
online news media, and administrative records.13 These can be categorised as explicit data (provided 
through social media feedback); observed data (e.g. mobile phone records); and data inferred and derived 
by algorithms (e.g. social network structures or inflation rates). A useful way to view big data is to see it as 
measuring more ‘what people do rather than what they say they do’.  

Much big data still remains quite fragmented and many connections have yet to be made. Few countries 
have a national statistical strategy that includes the use of big data from the private sector, and such data 
also tends to be expensive. Generally, the partnerships necessary for working with big data have yet to be 
established between the actors involved. The private sector is very much at the forefront of much of the 

 
12 On biodiversity (CBD), desertification (UNCCD), and climate change (UNFCCC) and the conventions on persistent organic 
pollutants and hazardous wastes (the Stockholm and Basel conventions). 
13 See for example UN (2015a: Chapter 8). 
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work on big data, but the potential for broadening the application of the data being gathered still remains 
to be explored.  

3.4 The layers of data generation 
At present, however, it is proposed that the data to feed into the SDG indicators be drawn primarily from 
more conventional sources. Drawing on a recent data needs assessment for SDG monitoring and statistical 
capacity development (Espey et al., 2015), the following four broad categories of data can be identified: 

Census data – A census is a regularly occurring and official count of a particular population of e.g. 
inhabitants, agricultural enterprises, industrial enterprises, etc., systematically acquiring and recording 
information from all the members of a given population. Censuses are often conducted every ten years. 

Survey data – A survey is designed to collect reliable data e.g. on a population of households, economic 
enterprises etc. Whereas a census is a complete count, a survey collects data from a (national) sample of 
households, enterprises etc., randomly selected from a complete list (usually derived from a census). Some 
surveys, however, may be confined to a particular region of a country. Depending on the sampling 
technique and the sample size, a survey may provide sub-national estimates of a given characteristic of the 
population, e.g. poverty rate, average annual turnover, etc. 

Administrative data – Administrative data refers to information collected primarily for administrative or 
operational purposes. Government departments and other organisations collect this type of data for the 
purposes of registration (persons, enterprises, properties, etc.), transactions, record keeping as in the 
delivery of a service, tax collection, elections, etc. Civil registries constitute a special category of 
administrative data that record key events in a person’s life including birth, marriage, divorce, adoption, 
and death. As such it is a fundamental function of government. Environmental data also constitutes a 
specific category of administrative data; examples would be air, water, and soil quality monitoring as well 
as biodiversity monitoring when these are performed as part of reporting commitments to meet 
international environmental conventions,14 as well as national legal requirements such as food standards 
inspections and similar. 

Geo-spatial data – Geospatial data refers to environmental and socioeconomic data that include specific 
location information to which the data apply. The spatial component of the data is usually stored as 
coordinates, allowing the data to be mapped. Integrating geo-spatial data (e.g. through the use of 
handheld PDA devices fitted with GPS receivers) with other sources and types of data such as 
administrative data or data originating from household surveys or agricultural censuses, permits analysis 
by spatial characteristics and can enable data disaggregation. Geospatial data are often accessed, 
manipulated or analysed through geographic information systems (GIS). In recent years there has been a 
revolution in the collection and use of geospatial data through many new mechanisms, not only through 
more accessible satellite imagery and GPS receivers, but also through transactional data such as mobile 
phone data records and crowd-sourcing methods increasing the potential in data collection as well as the 
need for coordination, standardisation and also regulation.  

Generally speaking, high-income countries tend to rely less on census and survey data and more on 
administrative and geospatial data while the opposite is the case for low- and middle-income countries.15 
The availability of high quality administrative data is intrinsically related to institutional capacity and 
transparency, which in it itself constitutes part of SDG16 to promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies, 
making it a Catch-22-like situation. The aim should be to increase the degree of reliance on administrative 
data in SDG monitoring as seen in isolation it is cheaper and because it also constitutes a means to promote 

 
14 E.g. the Convention on Biodiversity Conservation, the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, etc. 
15 For the case of Denmark where censuses are no longer conducted, see Danish Government (2012). 
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SDG16. However, in the short to medium term, the more expensive data options of censuses and surveys 
combined with geospatial data will have to meet a major share of the data need for SDG monitoring. 

Today, many countries conduct population censuses every ten years. A census is not cheap, it requires 
considerable resources to collect the data and more to analyse and disseminate the findings in ways that 
meet a diverse set of needs and expectations. This includes ensuring data transparency and access for 
independent organisations and, most important, for citizens. The 2011 census conducted in the United 
Kingdom cost in the region of GBP 500 million while the 2010 census in the United States of America cost 
some USD 13 billion or around USD 42 per capita. In smaller countries with lower wage levels a census 
might well cost less, but the financial and human resource requirements in the case of low-income 
countries are considerable. 

Demographic censuses are not the only censuses undertaken. Many countries also conduct agricultural 
censuses on a regular basis. However, a recent overview from the FAO World Programme for the Census of 
Agriculture (WCA) shows a clear gap in this respect for sub-Saharan Africa (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Progress of agricultural censuses. WCA 2010 round (2006-2015) 

 
 
Source: FAO World Programme for the Census of Agriculture (http://www.fao.org/economic/ess/ess-wca/en/) 
 
Countries also increasingly conduct surveys of households, individuals and enterprises using 
internationally agreed instruments such as the Living Standards Measurement Study,16 which is a 
household survey programme designed by the World Bank to collect high quality data on household 
welfare, employment etc., and the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), which is a survey instrument 
designed by USAID to collect high quality data on population, health, HIV and nutrition and applied in 
more than 90 countries.17  

A recent report published by the World Bank as part of the work of the Inter-Agency Expert Group (IAEG) 
(Serajuddin et al., 2015) in preparation for the development of the SDG monitoring framework found that 
significant progress has been made since the turn of the century with respect to the availability of poverty 
data, primarily through the Living Standard Measurement Surveys (LSMSs). The number of countries with 
available poverty data was found to have almost doubled from thirty-seven countries in 2000 to sixty 

 
16Seehttp://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/EXTLSMS/0,,menuPK:3359053~pagePK:64168427~pi
PK:64168435~theSitePK:3358997,00.html 
17 See  http://dhsprogram.com/data/ 

http://www.fao.org/economic/ess/ess-wca/en/
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countries in 2010. Progress has also been achieved in sub-Saharan Africa, where the average number of 
data points, i.e. measurements, increased from 5.1 in the 1990s to 7.5 in the 2000s (ibid: 5). Yet, pockets of 
what the report refers to as ‘data deprivation’ exist, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa where twenty 
countries have less than two poverty data points for the 2002-2011 period, and for the small island states 
of the Pacific and the Caribbean. In addition, conflict-ridden countries are more likely to be found among 
the data deprived countries. Box 3 shows the frequency with which the different data generation 
instruments are applied in a country like Tanzania. 

 
Box 3. Data collection in Tanzania 

 
 
A data revolution does not only imply that sources of data and the data generation capacity should be 
enhanced at national level; sub-national data collection and registration, particularly of administrative 
data, is also crucial. Furthermore, analytical capacity, including the capacity to integrate various data 
sources (see Box 4 below) and the capacity for broad and meaningful dissemination to a wide range of 
stakeholders is important, not least from the perspective of pursuing the ambition of leaving no one 
behind. 

Moreover, the range of fields covered by the SDGs is considerably broader than for the MDGs and requires 
types of data that National Statistical Offices in many countries do not usually handle. For example, 
indicators related to the management and use of the natural resources in production or to the 
accountability and social inclusiveness of governance. 

 

In 2015 the World Bank’s Statistical Capacity Indicator assigned a score of 75.6 out of 100 to 
Tanzania’s statistical system, improving from 67.8 in 2004 and 61.1 in 2006. This is compared to a 
sub-Saharan African average of 59.9 in 2015 and an IDA country average of 63.0. Thus, Tanzania’s 
capacity is above average for the region and income level.  

The main elements of the Tanzanian statistical system include:  

(i) Population and Housing Census (every 10 years, last one in 2012),  
(ii) Industrial Census (every 10 years, last one 2014), and  
(iii) Agricultural Sample Census (every 10 years, last one in 2008).  

Tanzania’s National Bureau of Statistics also conducts a suite of household and establishment-
based surveys including:  

(iv) Household Budget Survey (every 5 years, last one in 2012),  
(v) Labour Force Survey (every 5 years, last one in 2014),  
(vi) Demographic and Health Survey (every 5 years, last one in 2009),  
(vii) Annual Survey of Industrial Production, and  
(viii) Annual Employment and Earnings Survey.  

According to the data needs assessment (Espey et al., 2015: 34), ‘recurrent costs of Tanzania 
National Bureau of Statistics’ headquarters in Dar-es-Salaam, as well as regional offices, are funded 
through the annual allocation from the Government Budget. So are establishment-based surveys, 
the system of national accounts and monthly consumer price index. The programme of household 
surveys, the decennial Population and Housing Census (the Census) and capital investments are 
generally fully or partly financed by Development Partners. Funds allocated to statistics in Tanzania 
vary a lot from year to year depending on the scope and scale of primarily the household-survey 
program and the Census and secondly, the capital investment budget.’ 
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To summarise, the data revolution is already facilitating, or has enormous potential to promote the 
monitoring of the sustainable development goals with respect to:  

(i) The integration of different types of data (census, survey, administrative and geospatial) to produce 
high quality information that is more detailed (disaggregated), timely and relevant for many 
purposes and users; 

(ii) The increase in usefulness of data through a much greater degree of openness and transparency, 
avoiding invasion of privacy and abuse of human rights from misuse of data on individuals and 
groups, and minimising inequality in production, access to and use of data; and  

(iii)  Ultimately, more empowered people, better policies, better decisions and greater participation and 
accountability, leading to better outcomes for people and the planet (IEAG, 2014: 6). 

3.5 A data revolution in the making 
The potential of the data revolution is already being realised in many fields. As the use of new data 
approaches in the fields of humanitarian assistance and development services illustrates, major and rapid 
changes can be made by building upon already existing approaches and taking these forward in new 
directions. 

3.5.1 Data revolution and humanitarian responses 
Recently data on mobile communications has begun to be used to generate dynamic maps for use by 
governments and aid agencies, enabling them to respond quickly to unfolding crises. Data analytics use 
anonymised official and private sector data to track disease and to track peoples’ movements through 
disease ‘hotspots’. In this way responses can be faster, better designed and targeted, enabling resources 
to be used more effectively.  

In the example of the recent Ebola outbreak in West Africa, International Telecommunications Union’s (ITU) 
Development Bureau developed a method to track the spread of disease using data from national Mobile 
Network Operators (MNOs). Using call data records – telephone calls, text messages, or other forms of 
communication – information was gathered about the devices’ locations.18 The collection of this 

 
18 ITU represents 193 Member States and has over 800 members from industry, civil society and academia. 

The 2030 Agenda is an agenda for leaving no one behind. Against this ambition, the ability to monitor 
progress not only at aggregate levels such as at national and regional levels, but also at disaggregate 
levels becomes crucial – both in spatial terms, e.g. down to individual districts and distinguishing 
between rural and urban location, but also in terms of income levels, e.g. income quintiles. To 
compensate for the fact that sampling intensity to allow this level of disaggregation would be 
prohibitively expensive and time-consuming for large and regular surveys such as the Living Standard 
Measurement Surveys (LSMSs), statistical techniques have been developed to compute small area 
estimates of statistics normally derived from Living Standard Measurement Surveys such as income 
or consumption data. Small area estimation (e.g. Elbers et al., 2003) is a statistical inference technique 
that allows estimation for very small areas, by combining information from censuses and household 
surveys. In a country like Nicaragua the LSMS sample permits the estimation of  household poverty at 
a regional level, distinguishing four regions. By applying the small area estimation technique to draw 
inferences between the population census and the LSMS, household poverty estimates may be 
completed for each of the country’s 153 districts and further according to other cross-cutting 
categories of concern in the 2030 Agenda, such as income quintiles, location and gender. 

Box 4. Small area estimates – a tool to meet the need for disaggregated data 
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information on a local, regional or national scale enables ITU to map population movements using real 
data in real time, monitoring travel in and out of affected areas. 

In this way innovative, the use of big data analytics turns a vast amount of information into easily 
understood trends with immediate policy relevance and tremendous monitoring potential. 

Refugees and migrants present another contemporary crisis in response to which different sources of data 
are being brought together. One such example is in the work of ‘The Migrant Files’, a project of ‘data driven 
journalism’ that documents the scale of the crisis together with the human and financial costs involved.19 
It documents the human cost in terms of numbers of people dying and the financial cost in terms of 
payments made by refugees and migrants to traffickers and others, as well as the costs of repatriations 
carried out by governments.20 This could become relevant in the context of the monitoring for migration-
related SDGs and targets (e.g. 8.8 and 10.c). 

3.5.2 Data revolution and development services 
Satellite GPS data is also increasingly being introduced linked into common platforms with mobile phones, 
and various types of monitoring devices, to map agricultural landscapes and ecological conditions by the 
Africa Soils Information Service (AfSIS). The project (2009-16) is designed to fill the gap in soil information 
by developing an accurate soil map for the whole of Africa.21 Alongside helping farmers to maximise the 
use of their land and assisting agronomists and extension agents in planning and developing methods for 
soil fertility management, such approaches may help to fill the data gaps which exist with respect to 
monitoring land degradation addressed as part of SDG15 and part of the UN Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD). 

The project is led by the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) in Nairobi (Kenya) and funded 
by the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA). 

3.5.3 Implications for advocacy, prediction, information exchange and 
accountability.22  

The examples from humanitarian assistance and development services are where the data revolution, in 
some of the cases involving the use of ‘big data’, is providing significant improvements in support of 
sustainable development. Data have been able to contribute significantly to sustainable development 
outcomes through describing and mapping situations and projecting these into the future on the basis of 
trends found. The speed of the analysis (big data analytics) has permitted effective and efficient short-term 
activities often reactive, as well as for longer-term programmes, often proactive. Information exchange, 
both vertically within an organisational system (e.g. the UN in the field of health) and horizontally (e.g. 
linking private telephone operators with banks and government programmes for inclusive finance and 
local economic development) is critical to these actions. The time elapsing between data collection and 
action taken is very much reduced and the numbers and social categories reached are considerably 
greater.  

At the same time, the power to collect and collate such information carries a risk of creating and delineating 
groups as communities. This is a methodological and analytical challenge that, if not recognised, can risk 

 
19 See www.detective.io/detective/the-migrants-files.  
20 Other costs related to integration and social benefits could be introduced, as well as short- and long-term gains for recipient 
governments e.g. savings in education and training, increased tax payments. What is and is not included reflects the interests of 
the message giver as well as those of the message receiver. 
21 AfSIS is funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and is supported by close scientific, operational and implementation 
partnerships with the respective national governments. Consortium partners are the Earth Institute of Columbia University, the 
World Agro-Forestry Centre (ICRAF), and ISRIC – World Soil Information [2009-2016]. 
22 Here the paper draws on the four areas noted in the Bellagio Big Data Workshop White Paper (2014), namely (i) advocating and 
facilitation, (ii) describing and predicting, (iii) facilitating information exchange, and (iv) accountability and transparency. 

http://www.detective.io/detective/the-migrants-files
http://www.earth.columbia.edu/sections/view/9
http://www.worldagroforestrycentre.org/
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promoting a policy solution that fits the community as defined by the data analysts, but does not reflect 
the real nature of so-called communities existing on the ground and the problems people experience. 
Categories such as ‘sex workers’, ‘refugees’ or ‘economic migrants’ are sometimes used without careful 
enough considerations of the implications they carry for those labelled as such. So while the scale and 
speed of big data can lead to effective responses, well targeted and designed, and promptly delivered, it 
can also escalate a situation into a crisis when the data analytics work with poorly grounded definitions of 
the peoples involved and the challenges they face. Social and cultural identities can be overlooked 
resulting in political and social complications that are not envisaged..  

The work of ‘The Migrant Files’ project illustrates the power that a data platform can have for advocacy and 
change. Five years ago there was little or no expectation that Europe and the EU would face a crisis of 
migration and refugee flows from Africa and the Middle East. The data was there, but it was not being 
collected and connected in ways that made the nature and scale of the emerging crisis obvious. Today, a 
data platform that can inform on key aspects of the scale and cost of the situation is crucial to effective and 
responsible policy debate and decision making. 

More generally, the use of data for advocacy is an area of rapid expansion for both providers and users of 
data. Individuals and groups, an increasingly diverse range of organisations, are approaching global 
concerns in new ways. They range from global concerns with the state of the environment and growing 
pollution through to local concerns with bureaucratic corruption, bribe taking and illicit financial 
transactions. All draw on the new capacities to collect data, compare registries, and the associated power 
that comes with informing and exposing. It is a new form of data activism that can rapidly transition from 
sharing online through social media forums to protests and demonstrations on the streets. Accordingly it 
is the case that some governments do not just monitor the social media, but work actively to block them 
operating. 

Whether deployed by governments, civil society organisations, or single individuals, it is a power that also 
demands responsibility on the part of the users. Governments can use data to misinform as easily as to 
inform, presenting statistics in ways designed to influence public opinion in a specific direction and to 
shape public debate. The creation and manipulation of cultural identities to further political interests and 
agendas is well known. 

This brings one to the fundamental question of accountability, at the core of SDG16: How accountable to 
its citizens is a government willing to be? Where does the balance between efficient and effective service 
delivery to the benefit of all citizens sit in relation to the rights of each individual to hold government, 
whether sub-national or national, accountable for his or her condition? Here we do not seek to opine on 
what is correct and what is not, suffice it for us to state that the answer lies in the state of governance in a 
country and thereby the social contract agreed between citizens and their state. It should be noted 
however that accountability to citizens is a powerful instrument for promoting efficiency, effectiveness and 
responsibility in bureaucracies, local and national, and should not be reduced willingly.23 

3.5.4 Key requisites to realising potential gains from the data revolution  
For all countries, the opportunities for engaging the data revolution in the monitoring of the SDGs need to 
be taken up. Four areas can be identified as critical in any country’s planning and preparation for 
monitoring their progress towards reaching the SDGs.  

(i) Ensuring that there is the national institutional capacity necessary to manage the secure collection, 
analysis, and dissemination of the findings as data, statistics and summary reports. 

 
23 See for example Janus and Kejzer, 2014; OHCHR, 2015. 
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(ii) Supporting and strengthening networks that can enhance the sharing of data, that can facilitate 
innovative ways of linking different types of data, and that can generate analyses and disseminate 
the findings in diverse ways and at all levels: sub-national, national and global.  

(iii) Establishing and implementing a strong regulatory framework for the management of data that 
balances the interests of transparency and accountability with the right to privacy. National 
legislation and national and international agreements and oversight are crucial here. 

(iv) Promoting interfaces between government, research organisations, private sector and civil society 
organisations in the exploration and assessment of approaches that can strengthen the range of 
data collected, the coherence and coordination of the data collection, the innovation in data use and 
analysis, and the dissemination of the data and statistics generated. 

4 SDG monitoring, the data revolution and developing 
countries 

4.1 Data gaps and institutional capacities 
The challenges faced by developing countries in monitoring the SDGs vary from country to country as well 
as within countries. The data gaps differ according to locality, level of collection, different social and 
cultural categories, and the sector or field in question. The data collected can be considerable, but the 
collation and analysis poor. More often than not many organisations in a country – government, 
international, non-governmental, and private sector – are involved in the generation of data, but they do 
not necessarily coordinate, share or collaborate to yield the data’s full potential. Insofar as there are 
resource and time limitations, the pursuit of greater coherence around common objectives with greater 
coordination across the different actors needs to be taken up. 

The voluntary and guided engagement of each country in the Follow-Up and Review process places the 
national government at the centre of the process. It is at the national level that priorities should be 
established, based upon need and resources available. As discussed above, if a country is undertaking a 
regular census and a coordinated set of household surveys with a focus on specific SDG fields, then the 
enhancement of available development statistics with increased facilitation based on the data revolution 
can be seen as relatively easily achieved. Where indicators focus on the units of households or individuals, 
improvements can be quite easily achieved. Administrative data as well as survey data in the social service 
sectors has also been established in most developing countries, not least on the basis of MDG monitoring. 
Again these data provide the foundation for monitoring a number of SDG indicators, and can also be 
enhanced by the new ways and means offered by the data revolution. 

However, as indicated earlier, there is much data in the fields of production, the environment, aspects of 
health and education, the management of water and sanitation, energy, economic growth and 
industrialisation, climate change, eco-systems and sustainable development that requires coordination, 
standardisation and generally to be organised in ways that can support the implementation and 
monitoring of the SDGs. There are also significant data gaps in these fields. In some instances these are 
found across many countries, in other instances they are more specific to low- and lower-middle income 
countries. The requirements and stated commitment are often acknowledged and accepted, many 
conventions agreed to and signed by countries and the majority of countries state the need for such data 
in order that commitments can be addressed; it is the capacity and sometimes the political will to 
implement that is weak. 

Civil society organisations will be a significant factor in the collection and use of data for many of the SDG 
indicators. For example, issue-based international NGOs focusing on the environment or climate change 
are quite capable of generating data, drawing on others’ data and analysing the progress, or lack thereof, 
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in important fields such as deforestation, land degradation, marine pollution, climate change mitigation 
and adaptation. This is in addition to their role in fields such as gender, water and sanitation, education, 
health, social exclusion and poverty.  

Regarding countries’ own statistical capacities, in low- and many middle-income countries the scale of the 
problem requires that capacity building be approached sequentially. The national statistical organisation 
in each country needs to be provided with the physical, financial and legal framework that their work 
requires. This needs to be part of each country’s development and planning capacity, not just for the 
monitoring of the SDGs, but for planning and budgeting across all sectors for which the government is 
responsible, directly or indirectly. 

Sub-national capacities for the collection and generation of administrative data must be strengthened, 
whether it is for the civil registration activities of local government, the enrolment and repetition data for 
students in schools, primary health data from clinics, business tax and licence data, etc. Databases need to 
be created and maintained, regular data collation systematised and communicated on a consistent, timely 
basis, quality control and independent validation ensured where required, etc. 

Other actors collecting data in the country need to be involved and data repositories shared, innovations 
documented and replicated, and much more. Much can be collected and shared through electronic means 
today. Inclusive finance and food for work programmes have demonstrated how data can be collected, 
uploaded, analysed and acted upon rapidly and efficiently. Remoteness is not an obstacle; private sector 
mobile networks have brought some of the most remote parts of the world into close contact with 
government. Technology has made census data collection and the undertaking of household surveys 
easier and faster. Populations can see the results of their answers after months rather than years. The 
impact on policies should follow soon after, ideally. 

If governments actively promote through management information systems the coordination and sharing 
by their social sectors of the data they already collect, the data revolution can help supply the electronic 
ways and means to dramatically improve the national database and thereby the statistical analysis required 
to reach some of the SDG goals. Increased connectivity will enable horizontal and vertical data and 
information management. 

An open data community which shares, coordinates where necessary, and promotes a data culture 
mirroring the positive culture surrounding the data revolution, needs to be encouraged to flourish in each 
country. 

4.2 A national strategy for development statistics 
The points above indicate the role for a national strategy for development statistics in each developing 
country; such a strategy should not be a limiting factor on the dynamism found in the data revolution, but 
a guide to maximising the potentials known and others yet to be discovered. A strategy also requires a 
national action plan for the government engagement in the field, a plan that sets targets based on meeting 
the monitoring and Follow-Up and Review (FUR) needs that the country has on the basis of signing up to 
the SDGs in 2015. In this way, the need to monitor the SDGs can serve as a lever for developing and 
promoting the broader work with development data and monitoring in the country. Without a national 
action plan, the strategy risks remain a commitment on paper by the government, without clear outputs 
and actions around which its implementation can be organised, measured and monitored. 

Assessments of the status of National Strategies for Development Statistics (NSDS) provide an indication 
as to the progress achieved globally. The data are for International Development Association (IDA) 
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borrower countries,24 least developed countries, low and lower-middle income countries,25 and some 
upper-middle income countries. They are taken from regular updates on progress provided by three 
principal sources: 

• Direct information provided by countries to PARIS21.26 

• Websites of key development partners, in particular the World Bank’s Bulletin Board on Statistical 
Capacity; and  

• Websites of countries’ national statistical offices (NSOs). 

Table 1a. NSDS status in IDA countries (Jan. 2016) 
Region Currently 

implementing a 
strategy 

Currently designing a 
strategy 

Strategy expired or 
absent but currently 

planning an NSDS 

Strategy expired or 
absent and not 

planning an NSDS 

Total 

# % # % # % # % 

Africa 30 75.0 6 15.0 3 7.5 1 2.5 40 

Asia/Pacific 9 34.6 5 23.1 7 26.9 4 15.4 26 

E. Europe 2 100.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 

LAC 1 11.1 4 44.4 4 44.4 0 0.0 9 

Total 42 54.5 18 20.8 14 18.2 5 6.5 77 

Source: http://www.paris21.org/nsds-status 

 
Table 1b. NSDS status in least developed, low- and lower-middle income countries, non-IDA. (Jan. 2016) 

Region Currently 
implementing a 

strategy 

Currently designing a 
strategy 

Strategy expired or 
absent but currently 

planning an NSDS 

Strategy expired or 
absent and not 

planning an NSDS 

Total 

# % # % # % # % 

Africa 7 50.0 3 28.6 2 7.1 2 14.3 14 

Asia/Pacific 3 42.9 0 0.0 3 42.9 1 14.3 7 

E. Europe 1 33.3 0 0.0 1 33.3 1 33.3 3 

LAC 2 66.7 1 33.3 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 

Total 12 48.1 5 18.5 5 18.5 3 14.81 27 

Source: http://www.paris21.org/nsds-status 

 

With national governments as the focal point for development statistics, inter-governmental cooperation 
and coordination will be an important source of support in the pursuance of greater coherence and 
coordination of progress with the collection and use of data for the SDG indicators at global, inter-country, 
national and sub-national levels. 

 
24 IDA, part of the World Bank, is one of the largest sources of assistance for the world’s 77 poorest countries, 39 of which are in 
Africa, and is the single largest source of donor funds for basic social services in these countries. 
25 Lower-middle income countries, as defined by the OECD Development Assistance Committee list of recipients of Official 
Development Assistance (www.oecd.org/dac/stats/daclist). Some upper-middle income countries are included in the tables in the 
NSDS Progress Reports in order to report on the whole of the African continent. 
26 PARIS21 is a partnership of policymakers, analysts, and statisticians from all countries of the world, focusing on promoting high-
quality statistics, making these data meaningful, and designing sound policies. 
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The UN Secretary General’s Independent Expert Advisory Group on the Data Revolution recommends four 
elements to work with (IEAG, 2014: 2-3). These are: 

1. Develop a global consensus on principles and standards; 

2. Share technology and innovation for the common good; 

3. Generate new resources for capacity development; 

4. Strengthen leadership for coordination and mobilisation. 

The recommendations might appear self-evident and logical from the perspective of a government official 
or researcher in a more developed country, but a lack of experience of working with data persists in 
developing countries. In addition there is also a tendency towards what can be described as an ‘anti-data 
culture’, not just with regard to the work involved, but to the outputs that they can give rise to including 
the monitoring of performance.  

Data requirements for the SDGs are very much directed at the monitoring of progress and there can be a 
certain reticence in some countries, developed and developing, from officials who question the political 
and possibly personal consequences that might arise. The SDGs might be directed at development, but 
good data that is transparent and accessible can also promote more accountable government with 
positive effects that include more inclusive and sustainable economic development and governance.  

To this end certain key mind-sets also need to change; the SDGs apply to all and the developed countries 
need to look to themselves as well as to the developing countries when looking at progress and, second, 
there is a tendency in some countries to have a degree of antipathy to data and data collection being 
accessible to all and for the benefit of all social, cultural and economic groups and categories. Cultural 
identities too often remain the basis for being hidden, not counted, and not included.27 

4.3 Building on existing data reporting mechanisms  
Much of the data needed for bringing the proposed set of SDG indicators to life can be drawn from existing 
sources. These sources include not only the regular censuses and surveys which most countries undertake, 
but also the reporting that many countries prepare on a regular basis e.g. to the UN Human Rights Council 
or to the multilateral environmental conventions which they have ratified. In his proposal for a coherent, 
efficient and inclusive global Follow-Up and Review framework, the UN Secretary General reiterates that to 
the extent possible, the follow-up and review mechanisms should build on existing reporting mechanisms 
following from already existing reporting obligations, both to UN bodies and specialised agencies and to 
non-UN bodies. However, even where data is available, new, cheaper or better ways of collecting or 
analysing the data can be drawn on. For example, by combining survey and census data to produce small 
area estimates (see Box 4) or by combining survey, census or environmental data with geospatial or 
administrative data it might be possible to improve the monitoring of proposed indicators and respond to 
such needs as data disaggregation. To these ends efforts to strength data handling and analytic capacities 
need to be supported through international cooperation.  

In other areas data may not be available in high-, middle- or low-income countries as with the ‘new areas’ 
of global concern such as the regulation and monitoring of financial markets and institutions (target 10.5 
and the associated indicator 10.5.1). It might well be that global reporting obligations are in place but not 
being met, such as in the combatting of desertification and achieving a land degradation-neutral world 
(target 15.3 and the associated indicator 15.3.1) that is central to the more than 20-year-old UN Convention 
to Combat Desertification (UNCCD). Efforts are needed to put in place the necessary data generation 

 
27 See ODI (2014) 
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capacities, where possible as an integral part of existing administrative procedures in order to achieve the 
dual goals of improving data availability and building strong and transparent institutions (SDG16). 

4.4 The technical capacity of populations to supply and access data 
The data revolution is also about the ability to provide data (e.g. surveys via mobile phones) and to access 
data as the discussion on accountability and transparency suggested above. The ability to supply and 
access data is changing rapidly in all parts of the world. Figure 6 shows a breakdown of the cellular 
coverage available to the world’s population and an indication as to how far the potential for becoming an 
active part of the data revolution has reached.  

Figure 6. World population's access to cellular networks  

 
 
Source: Data from Manyika et al. (2016) 
 
The figure shows that while 94 % of the world’s population is covered by a cellular network, only 48 % have 
3G coverage, leaving room to increase availability. Further, only 28 % have subscribed to a mobile internet 
service, leaving room to increase adoption by focusing on affordability and relevance.  

Table 2 below illustrates the more positive side of this scenario, namely the rapid growth in mobile and 
internet access in the space of just the past decade, with the decline in fixed telephone subscriptions 
reflecting the shift in the nature of the connectivity as well. 
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Table 2: Mobile phone and Internet penetration by regions, percentage of population 
Region Fixed telephone 

subscriptions 
Mobile subscriptions Active Broadband 

subscriptions 
Individuals using 

internet 

 2005 2015 2005 2015 2010a 2015 2005 2015 

Europe 45.5 37.3 91.7 120.6 30.5 78.2 46.3 77.6 

Americas 33.0 25.4 52.1 108.1 24.6 77.6 35.9 66.0 

CIS 23.0 23.1 59.7 138.1 22.0 49.7 10.3 59.9 

Asia & Pacific 15.1 11.3 22.6 916 7.4 42.3 9.4 36.9 

Arab States 9.4 7.3 26.8 108.2 5.1 40.6 8.3 37.0 

Africa 1.5 1.2 12.4 73.5 1.8 17.4 2.4 20.7 

World  14.5  96.8  47.2  43.4 

a Earlier data not available.  
Source: International Telecommunication Union, http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx. 
The situation in countries within a region also varies considerably. Table 3 presents data on a number of 
African countries and a small selection of other low and lower-middle income countries in South and 
Central America and in Asia. Denmark and Greece are included to provide European Union points of 
reference for comparison with these selected countries. 
Table 3: Internet penetration in selected countries, percentage of population 

Country 2014 Mobile penetrationa 2014 Internet penetration Facebook users 
African countries 
Algeria 93 18 10.5 
Angola 64 21 2.5 
Cameroon 76 11 2.6 
Côte d’Ivoire 106 15 - 
Egypt 114 32 13.6 
Ethiopia 32 3 0.9 
Ghana 115 19 6.0 
Kenya 74 43 4.5 
Morocco 132 57 15.0 
Mozambique 70 6 1.5 
Nigeria 78 43 3.7 
Senegal 99 18 4.8 
South Africa 149 49 11.7 
Tanzania 62 5 1.4 
Asian & Latin American Countries 
Cambodia 133 9 21.0 

Myanmar 54 2 12.6 
Nepal 82 15 18.1 
Sri Lanka  103 26 15.4 
Thailand 144 35 55.9 
Bolivia  96 39 35.2 
Nicaragua 115 18 27.1 
Peru 104 40 52.6 
European countries 
Denmark 126 96 96.0 
Greece 110 63 63.2 

aNot adjusted for multi-SIMning, i.e. individuals might own more than one SIMcard and be counted multiple times. 
Source: ITU statistical database, 2012. 

http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
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Finally, within countries there are also significant differences. Data on the position of specific marginalised 
and vulnerable groups’ access to mobile services and internet is not available. As a proxy, the extent to 
which certain groups are recognised from the service provider side provides an indication of their 
recognition from a digital data perspective (see Table 4). 

Table 4. Overview of on-line services for disadvantaged and vulnerable groups, percentage of total countries in 
the region 

Region Services for 
the poor 

Services for 
people with 
disabilities 

Services for 
older persons 

Services for 
immigrants 

Services for 
women 

Services for 
youth 

Africa 4 4 6 7 2 13 
Americas 20 31 31 17 23 40 
Asia 34 32 30 38 28 40 
Europe 47 53 53 44 26 47 
Oceania 21 14 14 14 29 14 

Source: United Nations (2014: 135 & 138). 
 
There remains the challenge of a digital divide and while the rates of change in mobile network coverage, 
in the ownership of mobile phones and smart phones are impressive the dangers of this divide increasing 
rather than narrowing cannot be ignored. The experience varies considerably, but in all countries today 
there are sections of the population who have little or no access to the Internet and these tend to coincide 
with the ‘missing millions’ (Carr-Hill, 2013; Stuart et al., 2015). They include homeless, refugees, pastoralists, 
women, street children, mentally ill, those in the most remote villages or in conflict zones, and not least 
those in absolute poverty. All too often they are not counted and do not appear in the data, they possess 
minimal access to the services and information on offer, and they have the greatest need to be reached 
and included by the digital revolution. 

To conclude here, data and often good data are available in the vast majority of developing countries, but 
they still need to be improved in many ways. The need is to ensure that the right data, the relevant data, 
the data that are of good quality, are collected on a timely basis.  

5 Moving the data revolution forward in developing countries 
with support from the EU and the European Parliament in 
particular  

Taking this data revolution forward in developing countries is a task both made easy and difficult in today’s 
context. It is easy in that a broad range of interests and forces are carrying the process forward in planned 
and unplanned ways and it is difficult in that the power that the data revolution potentially provides to 
governments, citizens and many other public, civil and private sector actors is considerable. Data can both 
empower the citizen and be used to subjugate the citizen; it can be used to increase accountability and it 
can be used to maintain control. Much rests in the nature and interests of those who control the data. 

While the data revolution can be an essential part of the pursuit of more inclusive, more equitable and 
more sustainable development, it must be pursued with respect for the rights of the individual as well as 
with a view to the public interest – in this instance, linked to achieving the SDGs. The proposals for 
monitoring the SDGs do place considerable responsibility with governments and they should and will be 
the critical players in securing the conditions for effective monitoring that promotes progress and secures 
the objective of the 2030 Agenda - sustainable and inclusive development for all. 
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While the SDGs do apply to all, it is the low and lower-middle income countries that face the greatest 
challenges with the least resources. The UN and other multilateral and international agencies will need to 
support as will development partners, non-governmental organisations and private sector actors. 

The EU is a central regional actor in the SDG Follow-Up and Review framework and the European 
Parliament can act as the fulcrum around which work in support of the SDGs is agreed, coordinated and 
supported. This paper has primarily focused upon challenges facing developing countries, but the SDGs 
do also apply to the EU member countries and the two sets of countries should not be categorically held 
apart. 

In the following, the focus is on the role of the EU and the European Parliament support to the monitoring 
of the SDGs in developing countries. The final recommendations are divided into a set of recommendations 
to the European Parliament and it’s Committee on Development and for EU engagement with the 
developing countries more broadly.  

5.1 Technical needs 
The technical needs for monitoring the SDGs in developing countries are primarily human, institutional 
and financial. The role of a NSDS was discussed earlier; where such a strategy does not exist currently, one 
should be prepared; where a strategy is being implemented, then an assessment of progress achieved 
should be undertaken. Given the existing experience in this field, much by way of support for the 
preparation or assessment of progress can be supported with the UN providing the coordination point and 
the channel for such assistance where necessary. The UN with its global and country based presences is in 
a unique position to provide such a role. Technical advisory support, where the national government 
deems it necessary, can be provided; south-south and south-north collaboration can be practiced as all 
countries will have relevant experiences and many, developed and developing, will be facing similar 
challenges as they prepare national action plans for pursuing and monitoring the SDGs. 

Technical advice can be through individual and groups of advisors, through physical and virtual forums 
designed to bring experts together to share knowledge, innovations and approaches. Instruments that can 
strengthen a country’s own statistical systems focusing on data collection and management; analysis and 
forms of dissemination should figure prominently here. Sector Management Information Systems (MIS) 
have much to teach each other with education and health MISs being often more advanced than other 
sectors, particularly in developing countries. 

Inter-sector coordination is often lacking. The administrative data collected by sector ministries as well as 
sub-national levels of government hold considerable potential when linked and several of the SDGs call 
out for this. For example: SDG1’s indicator on access to basic services, SDG2’s indicators on 
undernourishment, stunting, sustainable agricultural practices and a range of other agricultural indicators, 
SDG5’s covering cross-cutting gender indicators, also including cadastral information, to name just a few. 
The NSDS must address this need and pursue ways of facilitating and increasing coordination and 
exchange of administrative data across sectors and levels of government. 

Not all SDG indicators lend themselves to disaggregation as they explicitly address the national level. For 
example: indicators under SDG7 are directed at national shares of energy types; SDG8 has indicators 
covering ILO conventions ratified and Aid for Trade commitments and disbursements. There are many 
similar indicators where the adequacy of local data collection as well as the capacity to provide data-based 
estimates will be critical. SDG17, Target 18 states that “By 2020, enhance capacity-building support to 
developing countries, including for least developed countries and small island developing States, to 
increase significantly the availability of high-quality, timely and reliable data disaggregated by income, 
gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, disability and geographic location and other characteristics 
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relevant in national contexts.”28 The indicator for this target is the proportion of sustainable development 
indicators with full disaggregation produced at the national level. 

Local data collection will require a significant increase in the level of financial resources and the quality of 
human resources if meaningful progress towards this 2020 target is to be made in many of the developing 
countries. As previously noted, the data revolution has seen considerable developments in the amount, 
speed and quality of data collected at local levels, hand-held PDAs linked to mobile networks facilitating 
the collection and rapid uploading of data in remote and difficult terrains as well as much more accessible 
rural and urban localities. Developments in statistical analytical techniques are also promising. 

In a number of countries the data revolution is being technically advanced though remittances transferred 
from more developed countries to areas that are often remote and inaccessible. In Nepal an estimated 
29.2 % of GDP in 2014 was composed of remittances, in Honduras 17.4 % and in Moldova 26.2 %. 
Remittances drive the banking sectors’ advances into the hinterlands from where migrant workers are 
drawn, replacing informal systems of money transfers. Fibre-optic cables have spread into the Himalayas 
at rates few would have expected a decade ago. The same infrastructure brings Internet connectivity and 
enables the spread of e-government, which in turn facilitates the collection and compilation of 
administrative data. 

5.2 Sequencing 
A specific and very important factor shaping the decisions around the data revolution and the monitoring 
of SDGs generally concerns the sequencing of key works. It has already been argued that the data 
revolution must build upon existing data collection, bringing the advantages of speed, cost savings, 
accuracy, access to new data repositories (big data) and new ways of working with data and different data 
sources. 

For some countries, this cannot be a ‘big bang’ with a sudden expansion in the collection and/or 
management of data, reflected partly by the 60 indicators of the MDGs in comparison to the 241 indicators 
of the SDGs.29 Much more data than the MDG monitoring might well be present, but its organisation in 
terms of additional analytical and monitoring requirements will place a considerable burden, at least in the 
short term, on many countries. The financial and human resources available do not permit such a ‘big bang’ 
approach. Factors such as a lack of agreement on details of the indicators in terms of what to measure, how 
to measure it, and much more could result in confusion and some chaos. How to prioritise specific 
indicators and thereby particular SDGs in terms of monitoring is not easy. On the one hand, an approach 
could build upon existing data strengths and seek to build additional capacity by drawing upon the data 
revolution. On the other hand, the approach could focus on the weakest points and work, through capacity 
building, to establish and develop a monitoring capacity in these areas. In practice, based on national 
assessments, it will not be a simple choice of one or the other. However, emphasis can be placed and, given 
existing capacities, it might well be most effective to focus on the weakest areas with the greater 
investment moving in this direction, which will give the greatest benefit for sustainable development over 
the next 15 years.  

A second important issue involving decisions on sequencing concerns the responsibility for collecting 
national data and generating national statistics. At present one sees administrative data as the primary 
source of development statistics in the developed countries while censuses and household surveys of 
various types tend to prevail as the primary source of data in developing countries. In the longer term, 
administrative data is the most efficient and effective way to maintain a strong monitoring capacity as well 

 
28 Note ‘and’ other characteristics has been changed to ‘or other characteristics ’.in the most recent draft, reducing the strength of 
the commitment agreed to. 
29 As of 24 March 2016, http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-
Indicators-24-03-16.pdf.  

http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/iaeg-sdgs-meeting-03/Provisional-Proposed-Tiers-for-SDG-Indicators-24-03-16.pdf
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as providing for transparency and accountability upwards and downwards. In the short term the data 
revolution can increase data collection capabilities with censuses and surveys as discussed earlier. In the 
longer term it is important that it is the government and its ministries’ own information management 
systems as well as national registries that are enhanced and strengthened. Investment in the former can 
bring short-term improvements for some SDG indicators, but can also detract from capacity building of the 
latter. Sequencing the transition from a reliance on the one towards an increasing reliance on the other 
will be quite critical for monitoring in the longer term. Again a national assessment and the revision or 
preparation of a national action plan will determine what might be the weight and direction of capacity 
building and investments in the short, mid- and longer term. 

5.3 Political needs 
Four important political needs are: (i) political will on the part of the government, policymakers and civil 
servants, (ii) the engagement of international development partners as technical partners in a partnership 
based on political equality; (iii) the engagement of citizens and civil society as partners to their 
governments in the monitoring of progress towards the SDGs, and (iv) a legal and regulatory framework 
that protects individuals from misuse or abuse of the data collected and guarantees the public interest. 

Political will has already been alluded to on several occasions. If leadership within government and the civil 
service do not support and advocate for the strengthening of statistical capacities and the creation of 
information systems capable of monitoring the SDGs, then little in the policies will be implemented. 

The engagement of international development partners requires respect and reciprocity. Countries wish 
to retain the right to self-determination in development as much as in other affairs. In this light the SDGs 
can be both an asset and a liability, the former as a way of leveraging commitment and support for one’s 
development, the latter in the form of critique and pressure should progress not be achieved. 

Some see the engagement of citizens and civil society as politically contentious, not least as the line 
between the articulation of needs and interests and the pursuit of anti-government and anti-state activities 
is often extremely fine. What might be viewed as constructive in a democratic light can be seen as 
destructive by a more authoritarian regime. The monitoring of intra-country changes will undoubtedly face 
obstacles and challenges from many regimes, for example journalists are imprisoned, civil society 
organisations banned, and citizens arrested for raising demands that have today become SDG targets. 

The importance of a legal and regulatory framework is due several considerations therefore. On the one 
hand there is the concern with the right to privacy on the part of the individuals on whom much of the 
data focus. On the other hand, the state retains a right to uphold the principles of law and order that it 
professes, whether or not these are internationally deemed acceptable or not. 

5.4 The role of the European Union and the European Parliament 
As a regional actor, an obvious role for the European Parliament and thereby the EU is to coordinate across 
the EU in the monitoring and measurement of performance on the SDGs and very much working towards 
fulfilling some of the needs of the ‘4 year cycle’ of monitoring and evaluation envisaged by the UNSG in 
the report on a proposed Follow–Up and Review (FUR) framework (see Box 2). In a similar vein, another 
obvious role is in working through its aid programmes to facilitate and support less well-resourced 
countries and regions in their work to contribute to the monitoring and evaluation process. Beyond these 
two ‘required’ fields of engagement with the SDG monitoring process it is important that the more 
proactive activities undertaken by the EU are quite specific, focused and relatively few in number though 
not in scale. 

To begin with, the EU through its member states has considerable experience with working with the data 
revolution and should play a leading role as a knowledge and innovation facilitator, supporting the 
generation of the technical knowledge and means to be applied globally and nationally for monitoring the 
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SDGs. Linked to this and based on its commitment to democracy and the status and rights of individuals, 
the EU can also play an important role in supporting the development of the human rights standards and 
safeguards for working with the big data as part of the data revolution; thereby empowering and 
protecting the individual.  

Here it can be noted that following the agreement on the Marrakech Action Plan for Statistics in 2004, the 
European Commission prepared a code of practice for European statistics, endorsed by the Economic and 
Financial Affairs Council (ECOFIN), which sets a standard for the production of official statistics by political 
and statistical authorities in the EU. The Code entered into force in 2005 and was revised in 2011 to give 
greater emphasis to independence and quality management of the statistical authorities. The overall aim 
is to improve trust and confidence in the European Statistical System and, not least, to ensure that the 
statistics generated are independent and of high quality.  

Box 5. Code of practice for European statistics 

Source: Statistics Denmark http://www.dst.dk/en/OmDS/lovgivning/code-of-practice-adfaerdskodeks.aspx 

Within the EU, there are considerable differences in how successfully individual countries have been able 
to move towards meeting fully this code of practice. Further afield, and with low- and lower-middle income 
countries in particular, such principles as those listed in the European code of practice are seen as desirable, 
but few are yet realised. However, the code does provide a basis for setting principles for official statistics 
in developing countries as well. 

The data revolution is a basis from which to build on the monitoring of the MDGs in terms of extending 
data collection and analyses in existing areas, extending to cover new indicators in the SDGs that go 
beyond the previous MDG set of indicators and their fields (health, education, poverty etc.), not least into 
areas of production, energy, climate change and environment. 

As discussed, the EU is a regional organisation whose countries now need to achieve the SDGs themselves. 
It is a regional organisation that has certain comparative advantages in monitoring based on its members’ 
data and statistical capacities and capabilities. It is a regional organisation that has, with its members, a 
strong tradition of providing technical and financial support as development assistance to developing 
countries. 

There are a number of more specific key focal activities that the EU is better placed than many other 
regional, international or national organisations to work on with development country partners. In that it 
is advisable that the EU focus its support to the developing countries, six key areas in which the EU can 
bring the data revolution to developing partners are proposed here. With each of these, the European 
Parliament would play a critical role in their promotion, follow-up monitoring and in the identification of 
new measures that can aid progress of developing countries towards the SDGs. The six areas are: 

1. The disaggregation of data such that progress can be measured for key social, cultural and economic 
groups within their populations is an important requirement for many of the SDG indicators and not 

The code of practice is based on 15 principles broken down into three main areas, i.e. Institutional Environment, 
Statistical Processes and Statistical Output. For each of the 15 principles a range of indicators are connected to 
the implementation of the Code. 

Institutional Environment 
• Professional independence 
• Mandate for data collection 
• Adequacy of resources 
• Commitment to quality 
• Statistical confidentiality 
• Impartiality and objectivity 
 

Statistical Processes 
• Sound methodology 
• Appropriate statistical 

procedures 
• Non-excessive burden on 

respondents 
• Cost-effectiveness 

Statistical Output 
• Relevance 
• Accuracy and reliability 
• Timeliness and punctuality 
• Coherence and 

comparability 
• Accessibility and clarity 

 

http://www.dst.dk/en/OmDS/lovgivning/code-of-practice-adfaerdskodeks.aspx
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only for SDG 10 on intra-country inequality. For a number of indicators, notably in sectors such as 
education, health, agriculture and industry, this will involve improvement and development of existing 
statistical capabilities. For other sectors and areas it will require more fundamental capacity building. 
In both cases, it is a development that needs to be prioritised in a developing country’s NSDS, it needs 
to be part of its national action plan to implement this strategy, it requires significant investments in 
financial and human resources, it needs to be based on the government’s own institutions and systems 
where they are present, and in their development where they are not. The data revolution can 
strengthen the effectiveness and efficiency of data collection and thereby data at sub-national levels 
through the use of mobile devices and smart phones to collect, triangulate and control data more 
quickly and more cheaply. It requires data are collected with clear identifiers and that factors such as 
gender, locality, ethnicity, age and other cultural identities are included. Furthermore, linking to big 
data can also strengthen the quality and interpretative value of data collected. 

2. The sequencing of capacity building for SDG monitoring. The data revolution can be used to increase 
the speed and quality of existing data collection and to reduce the cost. This can provide relatively 
quick monitoring gains with indicators currently based on censuses and surveys and, to some degree, 
administrative data. In the longer term the need is to shift from relying primarily on the former to 
measure targets under goals concerned with poverty, food security, employment etc., towards a 
greater reliance upon the latter. Planning this transition and exploiting the opportunities presented 
through e-governance should be a part of the NSDS and the associated national action plans for 
statistics. Developing countries should be supported in the design, development and implementation 
of these. 

3. The sequencing of SDG targets for monitoring should also be a central element in the design of the 
NSDS and its implementation through national action plans. It is proposed that the EU support a focus 
on those SDG indicators where developing countries have little or no data capability currently. This 
may well vary from country to country; it complements the proposed focus on disaggregated data 
collection mentioned above; it will tend to be in the ‘non-social service’ sectors. 

4. Global financial flows are growing and their direction and character will determine our ability to 
accomplish the 2030 Agenda. Global financial flows are regulated through trade and investment 
policies, tax policies, banking regulations etc., and developments in recent years have clearly shown 
the importance of establishing international regulations that comply with policy coherence for 
development (PCD) principles, as well as general principles of transparency and good governance, in 
order to curb illicit practices. While ODA only constitutes a minor share of financial flows involving low- 
and middle-income countries, it can play a catalytic role in paving the way for such transparency 
through facilitating the participation of low- and middle-income countries in the negotiation of global 
rules as well as through strengthening the capacity of tax and investment authorities.  

5. Reducing the digital divide between and within countries will be of increasing importance as the data 
revolution unfolds with ever greater momentum. The SDG aim of ‘leaving no one behind’ faces 
significant challenges if the direct and indirect benefits of the data revolution become increasingly 
unequally distributed. Again, this is a challenge within developing countries as well as between 
developing and developed countries. It requires that developing countries be supported in developing 
and implementing policies that are directed at equal opportunities for ICT access and inclusion. The 
formulation of a coherent and coordinated ICT policy at the national, regional and local levels should 
include a strategic framework identifying costs and benefits to the persons living in poverty and other 
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. Similarly, new ICT policies should address gender-sensitive 
issues, including women’s and girls’ access to education, as well as to higher levels of decision-making 
at all levels. Access for the disadvantaged and vulnerable groups needs to be increased in terms of its 
physical presence and the cost of connectivity needs to be reduced. 
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6. It is estimated that 47 % of the SDG indicators will yield data that are directly relevant for the 
monitoring of human rights instruments and that another 13 % have indirect relevance.30 The use of 
the data to monitor human rights, to follow the implementation of conventions that regulate 
government and strengthen governance in the collection and use of data, will be dependent upon the 
actions and performance of governments globally. The EU stands well placed to monitor this 
performance and to support partner developing countries in realising the potential of the data 
revolution in this field, securing data management, individual privacy, oversight of private data 
collection and its use. 

6 Recommendations  
6.1 Recommendations to the European Parliament and its Committee 

on Development 
The proposed engagement of the European Parliament and its Committee on Development should 
preferably be closely coordinated with the HLPF and Ecosoc/UNGA cycle of planned annual, regional and 
thematic reviews. Within this framework there is an extremely important role for the European Parliament 
as a whole and the Committee on Development in particular. While the European Parliament would act as 
the fulcrum from which to take regional reviews forward, the Committee on Development would focus on 
reviews of the EU’s contribution in supporting developing countries in their progress towards the SDGs 
and in supporting their capacity to monitor the SDGs. 

It is noted that the European Commission intends to issue a communication on the implementation of the 
2030 Agenda. In connection with this it is likely to propose the establishment of a specific structure that 
would have responsibility for scrutiny and monitoring of progress towards the SDGs. However, the 
European Parliament would enhance the prioritisation of the SDG framework by organising an annual 
regional review of (i) progress towards the SDGs within the EU, and (ii) the effects of the EU on the progress 
of developing countries with a particular focus on the objective of promoting policy coherence for 
development across all EU activities deemed relevant.31  

For its part, the Committee on Development could contribute to the broader review process including: (i) 
the progress reported by developing countries that are partners to the EU and/or its member governments, 
(ii) the estimated impact of EU contributions with particular focus on the six fields of EU comparative 
advantage identified above, (iii) the Committee on Development’s own assessment of the state of policy 
coherence for development and sustainable development in particular, and (iv) an assessment as to the 
country and regional focus of the EU’s support for development in the light of progress towards the SDGs 
reported. The Committee on Development would undertake these through regular reports or resolutions, 
assessing information provided by the European Commission and other relevant actors. 

For each of these four contributions, a clear set of suggestions would be presented to the European 
Parliament based on the existing and emerging challenges identified within each. Recommendations as to 
how these challenges might be addressed could also be presented. 

In addition to its contributions to the annual regional review, the Committee on Development would 
organise an annual hearing that could include, but not be limited to: 

 
30 DIHR 2016: 38. 
31 It is noted that on 12th May, 2016, the European Parliament European Parliament passed a resolution on the follow-up to and 
review of the 2030 Agenda (2016/2696(RSP). This can be accessed at http://bit.ly/1YaEmrB  

http://bit.ly/1YaEmrB
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• The latest available data on all output indicators, tracked over time.32  

• Specific trends that need to be noted and, where appropriate, possible actions to be considered. Here 
one or more of the six areas of EU comparative advantage identified above might be reviewed. 

• Notes on any existing or emerging issues related to the policy coherence on development objective. 
These could be the basis for making suggestions to other committees. Other European Parliamentary 
committees may also need to become involved in following up on the SDG agenda, in particular with 
regard to the progress towards the SDGs within the EU itself. For example, on inequality across the EU 
region and within the member countries, the role and work of the REGI Committee will be important 
as it is responsible for EU regional development and cohesion policy. The Committee on Development 
could consider joint reflections with the Committee on International Trade regarding the impact of 
potential new trade agreements for policy coherence for development. Elsewhere the Committees on 
Trade, on Agriculture and Rural Development, on Fisheries, on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality, 
the Special Committee on Tax Rulings, are amongst the more relevant with respect to activities possibly 
affecting development and developing countries. 

• The Committee on Development could also commission specific studies on issues according to 
identified needs; for example linked to a thematic review, on the engagement of civil society, on the 
utilisation of the data revolution by region or by sets of developing countries and middle-income 
countries to draw out lessons and good practices. 

6.2 Recommendations for EU engagement with developing countries 
Specific recommendations based upon the above priorities for EU engagement with developing countries 
are that the EU, supported by the efforts of the European Parliament and the Committee on Development: 

• Focuses on building the capacity of the national statistical office (NSO) in each partner country, 
ensuring that it has the technical resources and financial means to take the leading role in securing 
data for development statistics and, within this, data for the SDG indicators. 

• Supports the development of nationally owned NSDS and accompanying national action plans for 
statistics with clear outputs, targets and robust means of verification in each of the EU’s partner 
developing countries. The EU should prioritise this within each development country strategic 
programme and match the country’s plan within its own multi-annual plan for development assistance. 

• Seeks to ensure that each NSDS and accompanying action plan for statistics clearly addresses the 
approach and timeframe for securing a primary reliance on administrative data based upon the 
government’s own information systems with a target of achieving this by 2019.33 The EU should 
provide technical advisory support and an accompanying plan for its own financial support in working 
towards this aim in its partner developing countries, particularly those facing the greatest needs. In so 
doing, the outputs, targets and indicators of the EU support should match the government’s support. 

• Supports developing country partners to ensure that each NSDS clearly states the priorities and 
processes for scaling up to full SDG monitoring (i.e. all indicators) by 2019. Again the EU should provide 
technical advisory support and an accompanying action plan for its own financial support in working 

 
32 Other actors involved in the collection and dissemination of data monitoring performances on progress towards the SDGs could 
be used to source data for the hearings and any related reports. For example, the OECD, World Bank, Asian Development Bank, 
African Development Bank, development research institutes (e.g. Institute for Development Studies (UK), Danish Institute for 
International Studies, Overseas Development Institute (UK), CMI (Norway), IISS (NL) and development think tanks; and other 
research networks, e.g. the Global Footprint Network and the Water Footprint Network. 
33 Date of the next HLPF under the UNGA. 
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towards this aim in its partner developing countries, again with outputs, targets and indicators 
embedded within the government’s national action plan for statistics. 

• Supports the design of a clear strategy for developing information and communications technology 
that not only enhances data collection (data revolution, building on administrative data, big data, etc.), 
but also promotes social inclusion and downward accountability (open data). Where such a strategy 
exists, the EU should support the government in its review and revision, as found necessary to meet 
these aims. 

• Works with the partner governments to improve the infrastructure that can enable the collection and 
management of data (electricity, fibre-optic cables, mobile phone network coverage, etc.); the access 
to the infrastructure (coverage, cost, knowledge, etc.) 

• Provides technical advice directed towards strengthening the regulatory framework regarding the 
management of data, privacy and accountability through data and with respect to data in each 
developing partner country. 

• Works in partnership with low- and middle-income countries as well as in coordination with the UN 
and the OECD to strengthen national tax authorities, company and investor registries etc. as a means 
to strengthen the compilation of administrative data to report on taxation and global financial flow-
related SDG indicators (e.g. 7.a.1, 7.b.1, and 16.4.1) and to enhance financial and tax transparency in 
general. 
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