
statistical developm ent, on  the  adm inistrative 
s truc ture , on the  kind o f  planning and so on. The 
real question  is perhaps no t so m uch disaggre
gation, as how  far decentra lization  o f  bo th  
planning and da ta  collection is possible.

National Econom ic Accounting
b y  D u d l e y  Seers
l'his was an area o f  keen controversy. It cen tred  on 
the question  w hether,  as m any official statisticians 
claimed, in ternational (and in some cases bilateral) 
agencies were dis torting statistical priorities, by 
p u tt ing  pressure on national statistical offices to  
spend a good deal of scarce professional m anpow er 
on w hat was needed to  fill in returns or to provide 
in fo rm ation  to  back an aid request, ra ther  than 
devising accounting  systems tha t  suited national 
needs. Under such pressures, estimates were p ro 
duced (e.g. for food p rod uc t ion  or services) which 
were ne i ther  needed by local policymakers or 
analysts nor of  defensible quali ty  professionally .1
It becam e really clear to  me for the first time th a t  
questions like: Does the SNA suit ‘developing’ 
countries?  pu t m atters  the wrong way round. The 
real question  is: What are the  key areas for policy 
or analysis? This will vary from cou n try  to 
co u n try ;  in some it m ay he slums and nu tr itiona l 
deficiencies in the towns; or o ther  inadequate 
health  and educational services in the countryside. 
The statistical office should give priority  to p ro 
viding in fo rm a tion  on such problem  areas, and as it 
organized comprehensive annual surveys in an in
creasing nu m ber  of individual sectors it might at 
some stage (which was unlikely to  come in the 
present cen tu ry  for m any countries) feel justified 
in con tem pla ting  their  being p u t  together in to  a 
published set o f  accounts  for the econom y as a 
whole.

The tim ing of this last step would  depend in part 
on when the p lanning office felt the need for it. 
Clearly m any do no t. In a background  paper, 
.Michael Ward po in ted  ou t tha t  “ m any published 
national accounts  da ta  are no t really used”  by 
planning offices where the main task may be 
pro jec t  appraisal and program m e evaluation .2

The prime need for an effective m acro-economic 
plan is anyw ay likely to  be an account for the 
leading dynam ic  sector — such as the accoun t the 
Central Bank o f  Venezuela has prepared for 
petro leum . Such an accoun t is particularly

1 One participant said he had asked the director o f  a statistical 
o ffice  h ow  the latter ju stified  the assum p tion , built in to  his national 
accou nts, that food  o u tp u t per head o f  the p op ulation  rem ained  
c o n sta n t “ Well” , the reply cam e, “ w h en  1 m otor through the rural 
areas, I d o n ’t see any sign that it changes” !
1 ‘S tatistical P o licy  and M easurem ent Problem s in Less D evelop ed  
C ountries’ (ID S, m im eo, 1 975). M ichael Ward instances B otsw ana, 
L esotho  and Sw aziland.

necessary where m uch  o f  the sector is foreign- 
ow ned . In fact individual accounts  of  m ajor foreign 
com panies  are needed bo th  by the governm ent and 
the public, a t least in countries  where there  is 
awareness ol the problem s o f  contro ll ing  such 
com panies .3 T o publish them  — even to collect the 
da ta  — m ay no t  be easy in countries where statis
tical publica tion  is limited by ‘con fiden tia l i ty ’ 
clauses in legislation.4
In addition , c o m m o d ity  flow statistics tracing key 
prim ary p roduc ts  th rough their processing and 
d is tr ibu tion , are likely to be o f  m ajor im portance. 
It is o f  course true, as is argued by United Nations 
officials defend ing the SNA, th a t  this system 
makes specific provision for com m o d ity  balance 
sheets. It is also claimed th a t  w hatever degree o f  
detail one wishes can be ob ta ined  by disaggregation 
ol the main tables. ‘Disaggregation’, however, is the 
w rong w ay o f  looking at the m atte r .  It implies tha t  
one can som ehow  obtain  global aggregates directly, 
and  then  break these down. There is in fact no way 
o f  ob ta in ing  the aggregates except by  adding to 
gether figures for par ticu lar  activities. If  one 
cann o t  c on s truc t  tables of  co m m od ity  flows, or 
accounts  for key sectors, one canno t p roperly  
estimate the  items on the main tables at all: thus 
the only practical way of estim ating cons truc tion  is 
by grossing up the da ta  on im p orted  and dom es
tically p ro d u ced  building materials.
The UN Statistical Office and o the r  agencies have a 
great responsibility  n o t  to  encourage (in manuals, 
technical assistance and  questionnaires) statistical 
offices to  publish global tables p rem atu rely .

It is necessary to  bu ild  up statistics w ith  a s truc ture  
tailor-made to the requirem ents  of  the cou n try  
concerned. This does no t m ean th a t  the SNA is 
useless: it can generally be adap ted  to m eet
national needs. When a statistical office is in a 
position to  take the responsibility of  moving from 
detailed statistics to  global aggregates, it will be 
useful to  follow in terna tional  practices on defi
nitions, so far as this is com patib le  with  national 
needs. These could  well in fact, be kep t in m ind 
from the ou tset,  so th a t  ad justm en ts  do no t  have 
to be made w hen  aggregation is a t tem p ted .

The MPS provides an alternative accoun ting  fram e
work. There was an interesting, if brief, debate  on 
this. Its p rop on en ts  argue th a t  this is an easier 
system for countries w i th o u t  very e laborate statis
tics, because it is confined to material p ro d u c t io n 5 .
3 D iscussed in a con feren ce  paper by R eginald G reen to  be printed  
in a forthcom in g  issue o f  the ID S B ulletin .
4 See Biplab Dasgupta, ‘N ational Statistica l O ffices’ for further  
discussion o n  th is subject.
5 Zoran Popov argues that the structure o f  th e  MPS reflects the  
needs for planning th e o u tp u t and d istribu tion  o f  key produ cts in  
the Soviet U n ion  in th e 1920s. ‘T he N ation a l A ccou n tin g  S ystem  in 
East E uropean S ocia list C ountries’ (ID S, m im eo, 1 975).
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Moreover, the aggregate material o u tp u t  m ay be 
m ore meaningful, since increases in services, es
pecially governm ent adm inistrative services, are no t 
really desirable. On the o the r  hand, if the national 
incom e is no longer considered an im p o r tan t  y a rd 
stick o f  progress, this argum ent loses some o f  its 
force. Besides, the  SNA does have the advantage o f  
enabling fiscal operations to be traced th rough the 
various sectors.

N either system  makes provision for accounts  show 
ing the  activities o f  foreign com panies (an omission 
which reflects their  origins in countries  where these 
are relatively un im po rtan t) .  Such accounts  can 
certainly be grafted o n to  the  SNA, w i th o u t  diffi
culty . The crux o f  the criticism of the SNA is no t, 
in fact, th a t  it cann o t accom m odate  such needs, 
b u t  th a t  its emphasis is wrong. Reflecting the 
practice o f  the industrial countries, it focuses 
a t te n t io n  heavily on the main tables, especially the 
gross dom estic  p ro d u c t  itself, and in terna tional 
agencies re inforce this bias by  requesting national 
statistical offices to  provide da ta  for aggregates 
long before their  p repara tion  is defensible, resu lt
ing in figures which are little b e t te r  than  random  
num bers.
Of course, p lanning offices (or finance ministries) 
may need global aggregates, b u t  there is no th ing  to 
stop them , w ith  the help of  the statistical office, 
p roducing  na tional accounts  on a ‘back  o f  the  
envelope’ basis (making their  hypo theses  abo u t  
un reco rd ed  activities). T hen  the statistical office 
would  n o t  carry the responsibility for the  publi
cation  o f  figures which are the p rod uc t ,  in part, of 
guessing so wild th a t  it detracts  from  the p ro 
fessional status of  official statisticians.

It was argued by Kari Levitt6 th a t  an aggregate 
acco un t of ‘savings and in ves tm en t’ was p a r t icu 
larly liable to mislead the public, and even planners 
and policym akers, because it could encourage them  
to  assume th a t  the total savings could be freely 
allocated to  various forms o f  investm ent. In 
practice, however, there  was little flexibility, es
pecially in countries where the  capital m arke t was 
no t  fully developed. Those w ho  saved decided how  
the savings should be used: thus corpora te  savings 
were likely to  be used for re investm ent in the same 
sector (if they  were no t  sent overseas), private 
savings were o f ten  mainly available for luxury  
housing, m uch  o f  the inflow of  capital (reflected in 
the net im port surplus) was destined for specific 
purposes, w h e th e r  it originated in m ultina tional 
corpora t ions  or  aid agencies.
Defenders o f  the SNA argued th a t  before the 1968 
version had been prepared , there had been ex 

tensive consulta tions with the representatives of 
‘developing’ cou n tr ie s7 . These countries had e n 
dorsed the SNA in regional conferences, and the 
UN Statistical Commission, which contains a 
m ajority  o f  such countries, had adop ted  it. How
ever, it is undeniab le  th a t  the professional inpu t 
in to  the SNA came largely from the industrial 
countries, where experience in national accounting  
is m uch m ore extensive. This was especially true in 
the 1950s and 1960s, when the SNA was taking 
shape. Many countries were still colonies, or had 
on ly  recently  becom e independen t, and their  own 
accounting  systems had o f ten  been construc ted  
either  in the colonial period or by technical assis
tance experts  from industrial countries. In such 
c ircumstances, especially if one allows for the great 
bu rden  o f  w ork on governm ent statistical offices, 
the ra ther  formal a tm osphere  of UN meetings, and 
the shortness o f  time to  discuss very com plex 
issues, consu lta tion  is inevitably ra ther  a formality .
T he main questions are w h eth er  special provision 
needs to  be m ade in the accounts  for foreign 
com panies (previously m en tioned) , public  c o rp o 
rations, the inform al sector; which key sectors 
need to be shown separately (e.g. oil, copper, sugar 
or tourism ); and w h eth er  there should be geo
graphical divisions corresponding to political or 
socio-economic entities. If the accounts  have been 
built up gradually from sectoral detail, c o rre sp on d
ing to prob lem  areas, these issues will hardly arise.
However, it would help the long-term planning of  
national statistical w o rk  to  indicate w hat sort of  
considerations need to  be taken in to accoun t in 
construc ting  a s truc ture  o f  national accounts  for 
any par ticu lar  country . Very little research seems 
to have gone in to  this question, b u t  it was m uch 
discussed in b o th  the seminar and the conference 
on statistical policy. Obviously it has a bearing on 
the choice of statistical priorities.
T he eventual accounting  s truc tu re  should depend  
on a series o f  factors which determ ine the dem and 
for statistics, and their  supply:
Geographical The area and diversity of  a country ;  

the  degree of  urbanization .
Political The long-term objectives of  the  govern

m ent, and the interests o f  those outside the 
governm ent in alternative developm ent 
strategies; the degree and nature  o f  governm ent 
involvem ent in the econom y; and the ex ten t  o f  
devolution o f  powers to provincial governm ent.

A dm inistra tive The quali ty  o f  adm inis tra tion , 
especially the nu m ber  and quali ty  o f  eco n o 
mists and of  statisticians; the ex ten t  o f  data 
gathering.

(> See her con feren ce  paper, ‘N ew  A pproaches to  N ational E con om ic  ’ See the discussion on International E con om ic  Statistics: n o te  by
A ccou n ts in a Caribbean C on tex t’. A. A id en off.



E conom ic The im portance  o f  foreign trade and 
the  degree o f  concen tra t ion  on a few exp or t  
com m odities; the p rop o r t io n  o f  econom ic 
activities covered by large units; the  relative 
size of  agriculture.

These de te rm inan ts  o f  w hat sort o f  s truc tu re  
w ould  eventually be app ropria te  appear so nu m er
ous th a t  a very large nu m b er  of s tructures  w otdd 
have to be considered. But the various charac ter
istics arc themselves associated — thus small 
countries  are generally m ore  dependen t on  foreign 
trade, especially one or two exports , and, where 
the main source of  foreign exchange is dynam ic  
(e.g. oil, tourism  or m anufacturing),  they  ten d  to 
be highly urbanized and  to have large governm ent 
sectors. T he accounting  s truc ture  devised for 
Trin idad m ay  no t be very differen t from  what 
would be needed for Libya — or for Berm uda or 
Singapore — since they  will in each case start with  
the need to  d o cum en t the income flows generated 
by the  key sector, especially how they  arc trans
m it ted  (via the governm ent or otherwise) to the 
o the r  parts  of  the econom y.

In India, Indonesia  and  Brazil, on the o ther  hand, 
the  main concern m ay be ra ther  w ith  the con
sum ption  levels o f  the poor, especially in rural 
areas, so the highest statistical p r io ri ty  m ay be 
needed for docum en ting  these and for showing 
how  m uch o f  the proceeds o f  agricultural p ro 
duc tion  in differen t regions are syphoned  o ff  by 
landlords, m oneylenders , m arketing  agencies etc. 
This po in ts  to priorities for regional statistics, 
possibly to be woven later in to national data, 
which are, however, o f  limited m eaning for 
countries so large and diverse.

It would be helpful if statistical agencies, such as 
the U nited  N ations Statistical Office, focused 
a t ten t io n  on the typo logy  o f  statistical needs, and 
the consequen t pa t te rn  o f  priorities in da ta  collect
ion, ra ther  than  on presum ed com m on needs. No 
a t te m p t  seems to  have been m ade to organize case 
studies on w hat sort o f  m u ta t io n  o f  the SNA might 
be found appropria te  for various types o f  cou n try  
(when the statistics for each sector had been 
developed to a level where they  could be defen- 
sibly linked together  in to  aggregates).
T he  In te rna t iona l E conom y
by D udley  Seers
More in fo rm ation  was now clearly required ab o u t  
the operations o f  the in terna tional econom y. The 
expansion of the m ultina tional companies has ren
dered conventional trade statistics partially o b 
solete. A growing p ro p o r t io n  o f  transactions th a t  
cross na t ional boundaries  are in ternal to  the 
com pany  concerned. Moreover, the political pow er 
and econom ic  weight o f  the MNCs are giving rise to

growing concern . Detailed in fo rm a tion  was needed 
on these co rpo ra t ions  (including their  branches and 
affiliates in various countries) and on their trans
actions.

The conference  was in fo rm ed tha t  the United 
Nations is now  s tudy ing  the possibility o f  com pil
ing da ta  o f  this kind. A register o f  the s truc tu re  
and branches o f  the MNCs was being considered. 
D ata  m ay be collected e ither  directly  by the UN 
Statistical Of lice, or th rough  na t iona l governments. 
A system of  foreign trade matrices was a starting- 
point.

In fo rm at ion  ab o u t  the m arketing  channels o f  de
veloping coun tr ie s ’ exp or t  com m odities , including 
trade margins at the  various stages, was of  vital 
im portance  for the countries  concerned , and 
indeed to  o thers as well. Similarly, governm ents of  
developing countries  are highly in terested  in the 
m arketing s truc ture  for their  im ports, a field of 
statistics virtually u n to u c h e d  so far by  in te r 
national organizations. A dditional requirem ents  
were raised by  the  pressure for indexa tion  of  
co m m o d ity  prices. F or  this and o th e r  purposes 
u n it  values were rarely sa tisfactory measures and 
there  was a need  for m ore precise iden tifica tion  o f  
im p ort  and ex p o r t  prices.
There are m any difficulties: the  familiar p rob lem  
of  nom inal prices declared for custom s purposes, 
especially by  MNCs,1 d istorts  the value o f  trade 
statistics for  econom ic  analysis. Moreover, it is n o t  
easy to evaluate the  relative im portance  o f  MNC 
operations in the  dom estic  m arket.  It was agreed 
th a t  m uch  has to  be done to  improve the quali ty  o f  
these statistics o f  less developed countries. One 
possibility is the  m atch ing  o f  trade un it  values, as 
reported  by  b o th  trade partners. T anzan ian e x 
perience in checking the wholesale prices of  
com m odities  ex p o r ted  and im ported ,  by m ob il
izing all types of  supp lem en ta ry  in fo rm ation , was 
m en tioned  as an o th e r  exam ple  of  w ha t could  be 
done.

UNCTAD was in itiating some w ork on c o m m o d ity  
ex p o r t  and im p ort  prices for specified groups of 
countries  b u t  true ‘t rad e ’ prices were d ifficult to  
identify  w hen  in ternational transactions to o k  place 
be tw een  tw o affiliates of  the same com pany , in a 
vertically in tegrated  organization. This was a 
p rob lem  which governm ents found  difficult to 
solve: m any were weak and had no legal au tho ri ty  
to  con ten d  w ith  it. T he challenge o f  new data  
collection had to  be faced at an in ternational level, 
and as a beginning the  UN could prepare a c om p re 
hensive list o f  prices o f  com m odities  at various 
levels o f  processing.
1 See paper by R eginald G reen to be published in ID S B ulletin , vol. 
7, no. 3.
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