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UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire on Environment Statistics

• Since 1999, UNSD has collected waste data 10 times biennially, 
from about 160-170 UN member states. Mandated by UN 
Statistical Commission (UNSC) 28th session (1995); reinforced at 
34th session (2003).

• Questionnaires are sent to National Statistical Offices and 
Ministries of Environment.

• Questionnaires are not sent to Eurostat and Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) members and 
candidate members as OECD and Eurostat services those UN 
member states.

• Response rate typically hovers around 50% (2018: 52%; 2020: 
approaching 50%). 

• No imputation, no estimation.
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UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire on Environment Statistics
Water

• W1: Renewable freshwater 
resources 

• W2: Freshwater abstraction and use

• W3: Water supply industry (ISIC 36)

• W4: Wastewater generation and 
treatment

• W5: Population connected to 
wastewater treatment

UNSD



Table W4: 
Wastewater 
generation and 
treatment

Those variables in 
yellow are a direct 
source for: 
SDG indicator 6.3.1 
(Proportion of domestic 
and industrial 
wastewater safely 
treated)

UNSD



UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire on Environment Statistics: 
disseminated outputs

• UNSD environmental indicators: 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/qindicators Time series, or most 
recently available data for selected variables provided by countries. 
Disseminated after completion of collection cycle.

• Country files: https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/country_files
Individual country data on water and waste. Disseminated 
periodically during collection cycle. E.g. all nine countries here who 
provided data to UNSD for the 2020 Questionnaire all have their data 
in the public domain here.

• Country snapshots: https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/snapshots/
Individual country data spanning many environmental themes.

• Tailored queries: Per solicitation from key users (e.g. World Health 
Organisation, UN-HABITAT, UNEP).

UNSD

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/qindicators
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/country_files
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/snapshots/


UNSD Environmental Indicators

UNSD



UNSD Environmental Indicators
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UNSD Country Files
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ESCWA member states’ responses to the 2020 
UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire on Environment Statistics:

• 9 out of 20 member states (45%) offered a response: Algeria, 
Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, 
Mauritania, Oman, State of Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Somalia, Sudan, Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, United Arab 
Emirates, Yemen.

• Response rates for individual variables are generally much less 
than 45% (for ESCWA and the globe). 

• UNSD held bilateral phone calls with two ESCWA member states 
to help with provision of data.

UNSD



ESCWA member states’ responses to the 2020 UNSD/UNEP 
Questionnaire on Environment Statistics: Wastewater treated in urban wastewater 
treatment plants (1000 cubic metres per day)

UNSD
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ESCWA member states’ responses to the 2020 UNSD/UNEP 
Questionnaire on Environment Statistics: Wastewater treated in urban wastewater 
treatment plants (cubic metres per day per capita)

UNSD

Sources: UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire, Indicator tables. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/qindicators
United Nations, World Population Prospects 2019. 
https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/Standard/Population/
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How can data collected via this Questionnaire 
inform key policy questions?

• Indicator 6.3.1 (Tier II): Proportion of domestic and industrial wastewater safely 
treated

• Custodian agencies: WHO, UN-HABITAT, UNSD

• Metadata [link]

• Indicator 6.4.1 (Tier I): Change in water-use efficiency over time

• Custodian agencies: FAO. Partners: UNEP, IUCN, UNSD, OECD, Eurostat

• Metadata [link]

• Indicator 6.4.2 (Tier I): Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of 
available freshwater resources 

• Custodian agencies: FAO. Partners: UNEP, IUCN, UNSD, OECD, Eurostat

• Metadata [link]

UNSD

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-06-03-01.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-06-04-01.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-06-04-02.pdf


SDG indicator 6.3.1: What 

proportion of domestic wastewater is safely 
treated?

UNSD

• 81 countries have provided data on 
one of these four variables since 
they were first collected in 2013.

• But only five countries provided 
data for all four variables needed to 
answer the policy question.

• All countries’ data were validated 
with UNSD. Often the country is 
encouraged to clarify data with key 
partner source within country (e.g. 
Ministry of Water, Water 
Municipality Treatment Plant, etc.).



How can data collected via this Questionnaire inform key 
policy questions? What proportion of domestic wastewater is safely treated?

UNSD

0

25

50

75

100 *= urban wastewater treatment only
**= urban and other wastewater treatment only

***= other wastewater treatment only;
****= urban and independent wastewater treatment only.



How can data collected via this 
Questionnaire inform key policy 
questions?

UNSD

• Prior to 2013, data for SDG indicator 6.3.1 and 
Draft Global Set indicator 134 was not collected 
via the Questionnaire

• All data shown were provided by countries to the 
Questionnaire

• A delicate balance between prioritizing SUPPLY of 
statistics and DEMAND of mandates, policy 
makers, researchers, etc.

• Every time we wish to refine or disaggregate to a 
finer level, we tend to reduce data availability

• Often, due to demand, new variables are added. 
The Questionnaire strives to be RELEVANT and to 
meet demand… however, experience shows 
when collecting new variables, the wastewater 
example shows it can take years to build up a 
dataset fit for purpose/demand.



Observations on water data available via the UNSD/UNEP 
Questionnaire on Environment Statistics

UNSD

• The situation has gradually improved since the 1995 UN Statistical Commission mandate, and it’s been a 
collaborative effort spanning institutions at international level, and many country NSOs, Ministries of Environment 
and other stakeholders at federal, state/provincial and local government levels.

• UNSD maintaining open relationships with key stakeholders (countries, regional commissions, international 
organisations, etc.) is vital to continued improvement.

• Data remains spotty for many variables collected whether they be demanded by key mandates (SDG indicators, 
draft Global Set of Climate Change Statistics and Indicators, Framework for the Development of Environment 
Statistics(FDES)) or otherwise.

• Maintaining relevance is key, hence considerations to edit variables per demand (e.g. concerning wastewater 
treatment for SDG 6.3.1; municipal solid waste for SDG 11 and SDG 12).

• UNSD remains cognizant of respondent burden upon countries. Supply v Demand is considered when modifying 
content. Caveats and footnotes are used to improve data availability and comparisons among countries.

• Imputations or estimates are not made. Only country-reported data are shown to the public.



Collaboration in water statistics

• Country consultation on UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire on Environment Statistics: Video call 

where UNSD made itself available for any questions or concerns countries who had not 

yet responded to the Questionnaire may have. About 15 countries attended together with 

key user stakeholders (World Health Organization, UN-HABITAT).

• Bilateral calls between a country NSO and UNSD on technical issues pertaining to the 

UNSD/UNEP Questionnaire on Environment Statistics (bound by language constraints)

• At international level, regular teleconferences continue among UNSD, OECD, Eurostat, 

FAO, UN-HABITAT and WHO.

• As data improves, more citations from key users are expected, both in terms of data 

collected and the methodology advocated within the Questionnaire.

• United Nations, UN Water, UN-HABITAT, World Health Organization: Progress on 
Wastewater Treatment – 2021 Update Progress on Wastewater Treatment – 2021 Update | 
UN-Water (unwater.org)

• United Nations, Manual on the Basic Set of Environment Statistics – Wastewater Statistics 
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/fdes/MS3.2_Wastewater.pdf

UNSD

https://www.unwater.org/publications/progress-on-wastewater-treatment-631-2021-update/
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/fdes/MS3.2_Wastewater.pdf


Grateful to countries for their contributions (all data 
referenced in this presentation are country-owned and 

sourced from the Questionnaire).
Thank You!

From your position in a National Statistical Office, 
Ministry of Environment, or otherwise, how are you able 
to provide data on water and wastewater? What are the 

major obstacles to providing data?

UNSD Environment Statistics Section
Website: unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats

Email: envstats@un.org 

UNSD

unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats

