statistical deveIo&ment, on the administrative
structure, on the kind of planning and so on. The
real question is perhaps not so much d|sa%gre-
gation, as how far decentralization of Dboth
planning and data collection is possible.

National Economic Accounting
by Dudley Seers

I'nis was an area of keen controversy. It centred on
the question whether, as many official statisticians
claimed, mternatl_onaf_(and in"some cases hilateral)
agencies were distorting statistical priorities, by
putting pressure on national statistical offices to
spend a good deal of scarce professional manpower
on what was needed to fill in returns or to provide
information to back an aid request, rather than
devising accounting systems that suited national
needs. Under such pressures, estimates were pro-
duced (e..(};. for food production or se.rwces& which
were neither neede .bly local policymakers or
analysts nor of defensible quality professionally.l

It became really clear to me for the first time that
questions like:” Does the SNA suit ‘developing’
countries? put matters the wrong way round. The
real question is; What are the key areas for policy
or analysis? This will vary from country to
country; in some it may he slums and nutritional
deficiencies in the towns; or other inadequate
health and educational services in the countryside.
The statistical office should give priority t0 pro-
viding information on such problem areas, and as it
organized comprehensive annual surveys in an in-
creasing number of individual sectors it might at
some stage (which was unllkelkllto come in the
present century for many countries) feel justified
In cpntemplatln? their being put together into a
puhblllshed set of accounts for the economy as a
whole.

The timin? of this last step would depend in part
on when the planning office felt the need for it.
Clearly many do not. In a background i)_aper,
Michael Ward pointed out that “many published
national accounts data are not really used” by
planning offices where the main task may be
project appraisal and programme evaluation.2

The prime need for an effective macro-economic
Flan. is anyway likely to be an account for the
eadlnq dynamic sector —such as the account the
Central Bank of Venezuela has prepared for
petroleum. Such an account is particularly

1, One participant said he had asked the director of a statistical
office how the latter justified the assumption, built into his national
accounts, that food ‘output per head of the ?opulatwn remained
constant “Well”, the .repI%r came, “when I motor through the rural
areas, | don’t see any sign th

1 ‘Statistical Policy and Measurement Problems in Less Developed
Countries’ (SIDS, mimeo, 1975). Michael Ward instances Botswana,
Lesotho and Swaziland.
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at it changes”!

necessari/ where much of the sector is foreign-
owned. In fact individual accounts of major foreign
companies are needed both by the government and
the ‘public, at least in countries where there is
awareness ol _the problems of controlling such
companies.3 To publish them —even to collect the
data —may not be easy in countries where statis-
tical publication is limited by ‘confidentiality’
clauses in legislation.4

In addition, commodity flow statistics tracing key
primary products through their processing and
distribution, are likely to be of major importance.
It is of course true, as is ar?\lued bx United Nations
officials defending the SNA, that this system
makes specific provision for commodity balance
sheets. It is also claimed that whatever “degree of
detail one wishes can be obtained by disaggregation
ol the main tables. .‘Dlsagﬂ]regatlon’, however, is the
wrong way of Iookln? at the matter. It implies that
one can somehow obfain global aggregates directly,
and then break these down. There 1s in fact no way
of obtaining the aggregates except b?{ adding to-
gether figures for particular activities. If one
cannot construct tables of commodity flows, or
accounts for key sectors, one cannot properly
estimate the items on the main tables at all: thus
the only practical way of estimating construction is
by ﬂrossmg up the data on imported and domes-
tically produced building materials.

The UN Statistical Office and other agencies have a
?reat.responsllblllty not to encourage (in manuals
echnical assistance and questionnaires) statistical
offices to publish global tables prematurely.

It is necessary to build up statistics with a structure
tailor-made to the requirements of the country
concerned. This does not mean that the SNA Is
useless: it can V%enerally be adapted to meet
national needs. When a statistical office is in a
position to take the responsibility of moving from
detailed statistics to global a?gregates, it will be
useful to follow international practices on defi-
nitions, so far as this is compatible with national
needs. These could well in fact, be kept in mind
from the outset, so that adjustments do not have
to be made when aggregation is attempted.

The MPS provides an alternative accounting frame-
work. There was an mterestlnﬁ, if brief, debate on
this. Its proponents argue that this is an easier
system for countries without very elaborate statis-
tics, because it is confined to material production5.

3 Discussed in a conference paper br Reginald Green to be printed
in a forthcoming issue of the 1DS Bulletin.

4 See Biplabh Dasgupta, ‘National Statistical Offices’ for further
discussion on this subject.

5 Zoran Popov argues that the structure of the MPS reflects the
needs for planning the output and distribution of key products in
the Soviet Union in the 1920s. ‘The National Accounting System In
East European Socialist Countries’ (IDS, mimeo, 1975).



Moreover, the aFgregate material qutput may be
more meaningful, _increa :

pecially government administrative services, are not
really desirable. On the other hand, if the national

income is no longer considered an important yard-

stick of progress, this argument loses some of its
force. Besides, the SNA does have the advantaﬁe of
enabling fiscal operations to be traced through the
various sectors.

Neither system makes provision for accounts show-

ing_ the activities of foreign companies (an omission
which reflects their origins in countries where these
are relatively unlmportant%. Such accounts can
certam%y be “"grafted onto th .
culty. The crux of the criticism of the SNA is not,
in fact, that it cannot accommodate such needs,
but that its emphasis is wrong. Reflecting the
practice of the industrial countries, it focuses
attention heavily on the main tables, especially the
gross domestic product itself, and international
agencies reinforce this bias by requesting national
statistical offices to provide data for aggregates

long before their preparation is defensible, result-

ing in figures which are little better than random
numbers.

Of course, Planning offices (or finance ministries)
may need global aﬂgregates, but there is nothing to
stop them, with the help of the statistical office,
producing national accounts on a ‘back of the
envelope™ hasis (maklngr their hypotheses about
unrecorded activities). Then the “statistical office

would not carry the responsibility for the publi-

cation of figures which are the product, in part, of

uessing so wild that it detracts from the pro-

?essional status of official statisticians.

It was argued by Kari Levitt6 that an aggregate

account of ‘savings and investment’ was particu-

larly liable to mislead the public, and even planners
and policymakers, because it could encourage them
to assume that the total savings could be freely
allocated to various forms of investment. In

practice, however, there was little flexibility, es-

pemaII?/ in countries where the capital market was
not fully developed. Those who saved decided how
the sayln?s should be used: thus corporate savings
were likely to be used for reinvestment in the same
sector (if they were not sent overseas), private
savings were ‘often mainly available for luxury
housing, much of the inflow of capital (reflected in
the net import surplus) was destined for specific
purposes, whether ‘it originated in multinational
corporations or aid agencies.

Defenders of the SNA argued that before the 1968
version had been prepared, there had been ex-

See her confereng

e paper, ‘New Approaches to National Economic
ccounts in a Caribbean "

Context

SINCE InCreases In Services, €s-

e SNA, without diffi-

tensive consultations with the representatives of
‘developing’ countries7. These countries had en-
dorsed the SNA in regional conferences, and the
UN  Statistical Commission, which contains a
majority of such countries, had adopted it. How-
ever, it is undeniable that the professional input
into the SNA came largely from the industrial
countries, where experience in national accounting
IS much more extensive. This was especially true in
the 1950s and 1960s, when the SNA was taklng
shape. ManY countries were still colonies, or ha
only recently become independent, and their own
a_ccoun_tln? systems had often been constructed
either in the “colonial period or by technical assis-
tance experts from industrial countries. In such
circumstances, especially if one allows for thefgreat
burden of work on government statistical offices
the rather formal atmosphere of UN meetings, and
the shortness of time to discuss very complex
issues, consultation is inevitably rather & formality.

The main questions are whether special provision
needs to he made in the accounts for foreign
companies (p_revmuslr mentioned), public corpo-
rations, the informal sector; which key sectors
need to be shown separately Qs.g. oil COF er, sugar
or to_urlst_; and whether” there shou be Peo-
graphical divisions corresponding to political or
soclo-economic entities. If the accounts have been
built up gradually from sectoral detail, correspond-
ing to problem areas, these issues will hardly arise.

However, it would help the long-term planning of
national statistical work to indicate what sort of
considerations need to be taken into account in
constructln% a structure of national accounts for
any particular country. Very little research seems
to have gone into this question, but it was much
discussed in both the seminar and the conference
on statistical policy. Obviously it has a bearing on
the choice of statistical priorities.

The eventual accountinﬁ.structure should depend
on a series of factors which determine the demand
for statistics, and their supply:

Geo&raphical The area and diversity of a country;
e degree of urbanization.

Political The long-term objectives of the govern-
ment, and the interests of those outside the
government in  alternative  development
strategies; the deﬁree and nature of government
involvement in the economy; and the extent of
devolution of powers to provincial government.

Administrative The quality of administration,
especially the number and qualltr of econo-
mists and of statisticians; the exfent of data
gathering.

* See the discussion on International Economic Statistics: note by
A. Aidenoff.



Economic The importance of foreign trade and
the degree of concentration on a few export
commodities; the proportion of economic
activities covered by large units; the relative
size of agriculture.

These determinants of what sort of structure

would eventually be appropriate appear so numer-

ous that a very large number of structures wotdd

have to be considered. But the various character-

istics arc themselves associated — thus small
countries are ?enerally more dependent on foreign
trade, especially one” or two exEorts, and, where
the main source of foreign exchange is dynamic
(e.g. oil, tourism or manufacturing), they fend to
be highly urbanized and to have large government
sectors. “The accounting structure devised for
Trinidad may not be very different from what
would be needed for le.){a.— or for Bermuda or
Singapore —since they will in each case start with
the need to document the income flows generated

by the key sector, especially how they arc trans-

mitted (via the government or otherwise) to the
other parts of the economy.

In India, Indonesia and Brazil, on the other hand,

the main concern may be rather with the con-

sumption levels of the poor, especially in rural
areas, so the highest statistical priority may be
needed for documenting these and for showing

how much of the proceeds of agricultural rpro-
ff by

duction in different regions are syphoned o
landlords, moneylenders, marketing agienmes etc.
This. Pomts to priorities for regional statistics,
possibly to be woven later into national data,
which “are, however, of limited meaning for
countries so large and diverse.

It would be helpful if statistical agencies, such as
the United Nations Statistical Office, focused
attention on the tyPology of statistical needs, and
the consequent pat

ion, rather than on presumed common needs. No
attempt seems to have been made to organlze case
studies on what sort of mutation of the SNA ml?ht
be found approprlate for various types of country
((jwhen the statistics for each sector had heen
eveloped to a level where they could be defen-
sibly linked together into aggregates).

The International Economy

by Dudley Seers .
More information was now clearly required about
the operations of the international economy. The

expansion of the multinational companies has ren-
dered conventional trade statistics partially ob-

solete. A .growmg proportion of transactions that
cross national Doundaries are internal to the
company concerned. Moreover, the political power
and economic weight of the MNCs are giving rise to
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ern of priorities in data collect-

growing concern. Detailed information was needed
on these corporations (including their branches and
afftll|ates In various countries) and on their trans-
actions.

The conference was informed that the United
Nations is now studying the pOSSIbIlI'[)(] of compil-
ing data of this kind. A register of the structure
and branches of the MNCs was_being considered,
Data ma)r be collected either directly by the UN
Statistical Of lice, or through national governments.
A IS){stem of foreign trade matrices was a starting-
point.

Information about the marketing channels of de-
veloping countries’ export commodities, mcIud.mgi
trade margins at the various stages, was of vita
iImportance for the countries concerned, and
indeed to others as well. Similarly, ?overnme_nts of
developing countries are highly “interested in the
marketing structure for their imports, a field of
statistics ~ virtually untouched so far by inter-
national organizations. Additional requirements
were raised by the pressure for indexation of
commodity prices. For this and other purposes
unit values were rarely satisfactory measures and
there was a need for more precise identification of
import and export prices.

There are many difficulties: the familiar problem
of nominal prices declared for customs purposes,
especially by MNCs,1 distorts the value of trade
statistics” for economic analysis. Moreover, it is not
easy to evaluate the relative importance of MNC
operations in the domestic market. It was agreed
that much has to be done to improve the quality of
these statistics of Iess.developed countries. One
possibility is the matching of trade unit values, as
reported “by both trade partners. Tanzanian ex-
perience in checking the wholesale prices of
commodities exported and imported, bly mobil-
izing all aypes of supplementary information, was
(rjnentlone as another example of what could be
one.

UNCTAD was initiating some work on commodity
export and import Prlces for specified .%roups of
countries but true ‘trade’ prices were ditficult to
identify when international transactions took place
between two affiliates of the same company, in a
vertically integrated organization. This was a
problem  which governments found difficult to
solve: many were weak and had no legal authority
to contend with it. The challen?e of new data
collection had to be faced at an international level,
and as a beginning the UN could prepare a compre-
hensive list of prices of commodities at various
levels of processing.

71 Sneoe Eaper by Reginald Green to be published in 1DS Bulletin, vol.



