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OBJECTIVE 
 
1. In establishing the Working group on Statistics for Sustainable Development (WGSSD) 
the aim was to articulate a broad conceptual framework for sustainable development 
measurement. Whilst the starting point for this work was considered to be the concept of 
capital, the group would also consider other approaches to the extent that the capital approach 
was found insufficient from a conceptual standpoint. 
 
2. Beyond whether or not capital meets the conceptual criterion – however this may be 
defined – a further criteria should include practicability and applicability to the context of 
sustainable development monitoring, policy evaluation and statistical systems. 
 
3. A strong enough case has not yet been made that a capital approach is sufficient either 
conceptually or practically.  
 
4. The objective of this paper is to give some initial consideration to the need for a 
conceptual statistical framework that could under-pin sustainable development indicators, and 
which would allow linkages between economic, environmental and social policies to be 
analysed in order to address long-term political targets. Two issues will ultimately need to be 
addressed, the fact that there is a policy context to sustainable development, and to determine 
the most practicable statistical system that might be developed.   
 
5. For the statistical framework there is the case for giving further consideration to using an 
accounting framework, but it needs to be one that is more strongly rooted in existing statistical 
systems and more closely policy-oriented than a capital approach.    
 

                                             
1 Prepared by Viveka Palm, Statistics Sweden, and Stephen Hall, Defra, United Kingdom. 
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6. The paper will discuss some of the issues that have been considered in the steering 
committee and in the working group, and how these could be treated in a framework. Finally in 
respect of a capital approach some early experiences in Sweden on capital frameworks illustrate 
the difficulties and suggest the need for a more pragmatic approach.   
 
LIMITATIONS 
 
7. A first premise is that a statistical framework should not have the intended purpose of  
pointing to which questions belong to sustainable development policy and which do not. Nor is 
it realistic to suggest that it is possible to set absolute targets on when sustainability is met. It is 
not clear that any framework can answer these questions - neither a capital-based approach nor 
a policy-oriented approach.  Such questions should be left for scientists, researchers, policy 
makers and public opinion to debate and decide, as has been stated in many governing 
documents on sustainable development. 
 
CONCEPTS 
 
8. The concepts outlined here of an analytical sustainable development framework will have 
as a main focus activities as recorded through the System of National Accounts (SNA), 
allowing for time series of indicators to be constructed. 
 
ACTORS 
 
9. The most important concept is that of actors, be they governments, industries,or people 
acting individually or collectively. 
 
10. The international classification of economic activities used as a basis for the SNA serves 
as a basis for accounts that also cover environmental and social issues.  Different industries, the 
public sector, and households are identifiable.  It is also possible to use the system for sub-
national, sectoral or international analyses, on the premise that the data quality is intended to be 
sufficient for such disaggregation.  However, it is recognised that at present the SNA does not 
cover cover actions that have no economic significance.  
 
LEVERS 
 
11. The second most important concept is what levers cause the actors to behave as they do - 
influencing a particular problem or contributing to solving it. Here the costs of measures and 
costs for damages are of importance, as well as other levers such as legal systems, taxes and 
subsidies. The SNA is an over-arching structure, but the satellite perspective makes it possible 
to look in more depth for those economic levers which relate to a particular issue. 
 
12. A statistical framework for sustainable development would ideally describe the pressure, 
state and responses arising from the actors’ activities, in relation to sustainable development 
policy targets. An example of this indicator model as formulated from an environmental 
perspective can be seen in Figure 1. 
 
13. It would thus be possible to use this approach for broad research on underlying causes and 
effects of varying levers, by comparing between years, actors, nations or by going deeper into 
the underlying data.  
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14. From the experiences with the System of Environmental and Economic Accounts 
(SEEA), referred to below, we can see that the driving forces, pressure and response variables 
for environmental issues have come directly from data where it has been possible to relate back 
to specific actors. The state and the impact variables are seen more as the result or outcome of a 
particular policy. 

Figure 1. DPSIR-model. Environmental-economic indicator model. 
 
 
ACCOUNTING 
 
15. For the economy, the system of national accounts gives a detailed picture of the linkages 
between production and consumption activities, including investments and capital formation. 
The system is designed so that the economic actors can be distinguished in the form of an 
internationally harmonised classification system of both production activities and of 
consumption of goods and services. It can also describe the trade of goods and services between 
countries. The SNA provides a good statistical basis for many sustainable development issues, 
even though some of the definitions used need to be handled with caution in the light of specific 
policy.  
 
16. Since the 1990s, much work has been undertaken on creating a satellite system to the 
SNA. This System of Environmental and Economic Accounts (SEEA) links environmental 
issues in the form of use of natural resources, as well as the emissions of unwanted substances 
to air, water and as waste generation, to the economic actors (in particular through so-called 
hybrid flow accounts, which link physical environmental information to the different actors in 
the economy). The system also includes a finer description of the standard SNA so that 
economic transactions with particular relevance to environment can be identified. (See fig 2). In 
the accounts, the national uses of resources, environmental pressure, employment, economic 
results are all tied together through economic actors, the government,  households and non-
governmental organisations. 
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Environmental accounting

Varor och tjänster Produktionsaktiviteter (brans Privat konAnvändning o fördeKapitalbildning Utlandet Total

NATIONAL-
RÄKENSKAPER   1 2 3 4 18 1 2 3 4 5

Icke-
finan-
siella 
företag Hus-håll

Investe-
ringar

Lager-
föränd-
ringar

Transak-
tioner

Varor och 1. Jordbruk 1171 #### 21905 52 541 800 871 709 51978
tjänster 2. Skogsbruk 26 731 2 #### 330 395 1026 -991 374 24203

3. Fiske 87 707 699 147 575 -4 448 2337
4. Gruvor, mineralbrott 203 17 698 1467 27 543 328 -302 5152 32962
5. Livsmedel, textil m m 5366 234 68 298 #### 203575 510 319 3291 -4620 41598 352565
6. Massa, papper, grafisk 119 92 5 69 3713 17515 278 -289 50162 136599
17. Hushållens idéella org. 20986 258 20986
18. Offentliga myndigheter 147 406071

Produktions- 1. Jordbruk #### 271 29204
aktiviteter 2. Skogsbruk #### 1260 19178
(branscher) 3. Fiske 960 2521 5 98 41 960

4. Gruvor, mineralbrott 8663 2645 318 9151
5. Livsmedel, textil m m 61 554 21 82 1,23 18 417 176779
6. Massa, papper, grafisk 4 3453 2318 546 116047
19. Ofördelade 995 53 251 -327 353 5646 5925

Produktions- Icke varuankn skatter/subv 15 15 15 #### 70 2 5 349 -35255
faktorer Egentliga löner 523 152 523 152 25 3132 2947 89 1748 #### 630158

Kollektiva avgifter 147 152 147 152 68 1199 1142 34 666 9687 237362
Driftöverskott netto 25 874 25 874 241 3776 9375 300 -119 #### 233403

Privat kons. 54 40 3 6541 541 796370 574 796370
delning av Offentlig sektor 3010 49 127 815 177001
inkomster Hushåll
Kapitalbildning 6403 1371 163 1167 8742 5884 547
Utlandet Löpande transakt. (import) 8670 1453 395 #### 278 6875 421494

Kapitaltransaktioner 1536 35
Total #### #### 2337 #### #### #### #### 960 9151 #### 796370 796370 205715 -13742 473292

National AccountsNational Accounts

MILJÖSTATISTIK  
Luftutsläpp 1. Jordbruk 1171 #### 676 Miljötillstånd 1. Jordbruk 1171 #### 103 676

2. Skogsbruk 26 731 2 #### #### 5 2. Skogsbruk 26 731 #### 49 8 5
3. Fiske 87 707 17 3. Fiske 87 707 17
4. Gruvor, mineralbrott 203 17 698 752 602 4. Gruvorott 203 1467 962 #### 2467 602
5. Livsmedel, textil m m 5366 234 #### 4726 #### 5. Livsmedel, textil m m 5366 234 30 8 ####
6. Massa, papper, grafisk 119 92 6. Massa, p 119 92 9 783 8356
7. Kemisk industri 1877 177 7. Kemisk 1877 231 108 7154
8. Petroleumraffinaderier 456 1085 756 2868 7. Kemisk 1352 456 342 365 2868
9. Järn-, stål- o metallverk 579 9. Järn-, stål- o metallverk 579 170 242
10. Verkstadsindustri 1933 6365 10. Verkstads 1933 1182 261 5002 211 ####
11. El-, gas- o värmeverk 1197 120 505 2588 4098 11. El-, gas- o värmeverk 1197 120 142 1627 548
12. Vatten- o avloppsverk 63 590 207 12. Vatten- o a 590 207 170 274 100 96
13. Byggnadsindustri 1664 328 183 936 614
14. Samfärdsel 271 63 10 1115 14. Samfärdsel 271 63 60
15. Handel o övr.  tjänster 1933 890 27 950 #### 15. Handel o övr 1933 890 377
16. Bostäder o fastigheter 25 599 222 #### 16. Bostäder o 222 297 27 99
17. Hushållens idéella org. 17. Hushållens
18. Offentliga myndigheter 18. Offentliga 

Vattenuts läpp 1. Jordbruk 1171 #### 676 Vattenutsläpp 1. Jordbruk 1171 103 676
2. Skogsbruk 26 731 2 #### #### 5 2. Skogsbruk 26 731 49 8 5
3. Fiske 87 707 17 3. Fiske 87 707 17
4. Gruvorott 203 17 698 752 602 4. Gruvor, mineralbrott 203 962 602
5. Livsmedel, textil m m 5366 234 68 298 4726 #### 5. Livsmedel, textil m m 5366 234 1382 30 8
6. Massa, p 119 92 5 69 #### 6. Massa, papper, grafisk 119 92 9 487 783
7. Kemisk 1877 177 10 397 4669 7. Kemisk industri 177 231 1190 108
7. Kemisk 1352 456 180 168 756 8. Petroleumraffinaderier 456 1085 756 342 575 365
9. Järn-, stål- o metallverk 10 579 170 9. Järn-, stål- o metallverk 579 170 314 242

10. Verkstadsindustri 261 5002 211
11. El-, gas- o värmeverk 1197 120 505 11. El-, gas- o värmeverk 120 4098 142 548 6725
12. Vatten- o a 63 12. Vatten- o avloppsverk 590 207 170 274 100 96
13. Byggnadsindustri 1664 614 #### 13. Byggnadsindustri 328 936 614 473 113 441 ####
14. Samfärdsel 271 5250 #### 14. Samfärdsel 271 63 60 1186 657
15. Handel o övr 1933 890 27 950 #### 9756 #### 15. Handel o övr. tjänster 1933 890 #### 377 3415 ####
16. Bostäder o 25 599 222 #### 16. Bostäder o fastigheter 599 222 297 27 99 758
17. Hushållens 17. Hushållens idéella org.
18. Offentliga 18. Offentliga myndigheter
19. Ofördelade 19. Ofördelade

Avfall 13. Byggnadsindustri #### 70 2 5 349 Avfall 13. Byggnadsin #### 70 349 379 8
14. Samfärdsel 3132 2947 89 1748 14. Samfärdsel 361
15. Handel o övr.  tjänster 1199 15. Handel o övr. tj 4705 126
16. Bostäder o fastigheter 3776 9375 300 -119 #### 16. Bost 326

Kemikalier Icke va #### 70 2 5 349 -349 2322 370 Kemikalier Icke varuan 70 349 379 8 45 22 370
Egentliga löner #### 6035 Egent liga löner 361
Kolle 666 7857 #### 9882 Kollektiva 
Driftöverskott netto 3776 9375 300 -119 #### 9108 #### Driftöversk 326

Utsläpp CO2 #### 424 157 441 #### #### #### Utsläpp CO2 424
SO2 1 0 18 1 SO2 1 0 12 18 4 6 9 1
NOx 19 14 16 3 NOx 19 14 16 16 4 4 7 3
NMVOC 7 5 30 2 NMVOC 7 5 36 30 12 9 1 2
NH3 55 0 0 1 NH3 55 0 0 0 0 1

Environmental
statistics

Environmental
statistics

Varor och tjänster Produktionsaktiviteter (branscher) ProduktioPrivat ko KapitalbildningUtlandet Total CO2 SO2 Nox VOC

MILJÖ-
RÄKENSKAPER   1 2 3 4 5 5.1 18 1 2 3 4 5 5.1 18

Icke 
varu-
ankn 
skatter/
subv

Inve
ste-
ringa
r

Lag
er-
förä
nd-
ring

Transak-
tioner

Varor och 1. Jordbruk 1171 #### 676 21905 800 871 709 51978
tjänster 2. Skogsbruk 26 731 2 #### 5 330 1026 ### 374 24203

3. Fiske 87 707 17 699 255 -4 448 2337
4. Gruvor, mineralbrott 203 17 698 1467 602 27 205 ### 5152 32962
5. Livsmedel, textil m m 5366 234 68 298 #### #### 203575 3291 ### 41598 352565
5.1 Miljövänlig livsmprod 45 51 61 201 41 15 52 12425 255 ### 15215 258413
8. Petroleumraffinaderier 1352 456 180 168 1085 2868 39023 ### 11866 82433
18. Offentliga myndigheter 406071

Produktions- 1. Jordbruk #### 29204
aktiviteter 2. Skogsbruk #### 19178
(branscher) 3. Fiske 960 960

4. Gruvor, mineralbrott 8663 65 9151
5. Livsmedel, textil m m 61 554 21 82 #### 176779
5.1 Miljövänlig livsmprod 257 105855
8. Petroleumraffinaderier 14 24344
19. Ofördelade 995 53 251 -327 5752 5925

Produktions- Icke varuankn skatter/subv #### 70 2 5 349 2322 -35255
faktorer Egentliga löner 3132 2947 89 1748 #### #### 630158

Driftöverskott netto 3776 9375 300 -119 #### 233403
Privat kons. 796370
Kapitalbildning 6403 1371 163 1167 8742 #### 340 342

Kapitalförslitn miljöv. 70 325
Utlandet Löpande transakt. (import) 8670 1453 395 #### #### 421494

Kapitaltransaktioner
Total #### #### 2337 #### #### #### #### #### 960 9151 #### #### 796370 #### ### 473292 251
CO2 #### 70 2 5 349 1 2322 14 749 311 410
SO2 3132 2947 89 1748 45 9 #### 6 271 667
Nox 1199 15 34 666 42 4 #### 102 502
VOC 3776 9375 300 -119 #### 5 308 59
NH3 14 28 27 756 585 2 45 1

Environmental
accounts

Environmental
accounts

 
Figure 2. National accounts and environmental statistics go into the environmental 
accounts. 
 
 
ADDING SOCIAL STATISTICS 
 
17. On the social side, as an example of how this might be approached, an extensive 
framework for measurement of welfare was developed in Sweden in the 1970s. It is based on a 
yearly survey that goes out to individuals. It covers several distinct areas such as economic 
resources, social networks, political power, health, working conditions, victimisation (See e.g. 
Vogel, 2003).  
 
18. This broad social information system is not integrated with the SNA or the SEEA, but it is 
possible to connect the information through the working place, for the employed part of the 
population. Sweden has collected these types of information in two pilot projects and linked it 
to the economic actors in the SNA (Mir 2004:1, SCB 2006). For the people that could not be 
connected to a work place, aggregates showing the social data for young people, for elderly 
people, for the unemployed and the general population were also shown.  
 
19. The OECD promotes health accounting (see e.g. OECD 1998a, 1998b, 2000) as a means 
to obtaining internationally comparable data in a satellite accounting system to the SNA. This 
initiative may also serve as a basis for analysing underlying indicators on health policy. 
 
FRAMEWORK 
 
20. A statistical system for sustainable development analysis would need to comprise 
economic, environment and social data. It would allow for international comparisons, as well as 
for regional breakdowns of data. There is a strong basis for arguing for pragmatism and that this 
statistical system could be built around a sustainable development satellite system to the 
National Accounts.  
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21. Looking at the indicators proposed for the follow up of the Swedish Sustainable 
Development strategy, most of the information can be tied to an accounting system. To take an 
example, the national emissions of carbon dioxide, the environmental taxes and the Gross 
National Income can be connected, so that the industries and activities that cause the emissions 
and generate the value-added can be identified by using the SEEA hybrid accounts. This 
connection can be further expanded to show the economic levers for the actors to reduce 
emissions. 
 
22. Thus many sustainable development indicators can be tied to the accounts. Those that 
cannot, for example, describe a state of the environment such as the temperature rise, air quality 
or chemicals in breast milk. However, the policy responses for dealing with these problems can 
be included as costs. In order to fully reflect these issues the satellite system would need to be 
designed so that these costs could be identified. 
 
23. Some data would be potentially only derivable from research, and work would be also 
required to provide more knowledge on how to explain the interactions between the state of the 
economy, the environment and the social sphere.   
 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES 
 
24. Sustainable development policy is being articulated  in a number of countries and regions. 
Examples where strategies are well-established include Sweden and the UK; both countries also 
have well-established indicator sets.  
 
25. In the latest Swedish strategy the following six main areas are represented by headline 
indicators:  

• health  
• sustainable consumption and production patterns 
• economic development 
• social cohesion, environment and climate 
• global development.  

The areas are very similar to those in the  EU and strategies.  
 
26. Under a total of 12 Swedish headline indicators are 75 other indicators, which shed light 
on the more specific issues that make up the overall trend.  
 
27. Health can be used as an example of how headline and underlying indicators may be 
connected in future work. The two headline indicators are ‘life expectancy at birth combined 
with healthy life years at birth’ and ‘victim of violence or threat of violence’.  
 
28. Life expectancy is a stable and well-established overall indicator that is the result of many 
different trends. Beneath the headline indicator is an array of indicators that give more detail as 
to why the life expectancy is evolving as it is. Self-perceived health, children’s wellbeing, 
asthma in schoolchildren, psycho-social work environment, physical work environment, 
smoking, alcohol consumption, obesity, exercise habits and number of people killed or seriously 
injured in traffic accidents. Ideally the connection between the overall indicator and the 
underlying indicators would be assessed. For example, how would a realisation of the planned 
strategy for decreasing number of accidents affect the life expectancy?  
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29. Some research has been done with the help of a WHO database, following a similar idea, 
measuring causes of illness and relating it to ‘Disability free adjusted life-years’ (DALYs). This 
research shows the major causes for illness in Sweden and makes it possible to compare the 
costs for prevention activities with the benefits that can be foreseen (Allebeck et al, 2006).   
 
30. For the environment-economic linkage the SEEA can provide a link between the 
emissions of climate change gases and economic activities. The system makes it possible to see 
the contributions from different industries from the production side, but also to link to the 
consumption pattern. The system also allows for analyses of economic levers, such as 
environmental taxes and subsidies. 
 
31. The UK has built on an earlier sustainable development strategy to launch a new one in 
2005.  This has an overarching framework of four priority areas: 

• Sustainable consumption and production 
• Climate change and energy 
• Protecting our natural resources and enhancing the environment 
• Creating sustainable communities and a fairer world. 

 
32. For each priority area, a number of indicators have been identified, totally 68 indicators in 
all – but these consist in a total of 127 individual trends. 
 
33. Many of the indicators supporting sustainable consumption and production draw on data 
from the SEEA to provide emissions and sectoral outputs. 
 
34. The indicators are as far as possible directly linked to and support policy, and are arguably 
one of the strongest examples of where a set of sustainable development indicators have been 
brought into mainstream policy making – through individual links between indicators and 
policy and through overarching policy aims articulated  in terms of taking action if indicators 
show trends to be going in an undesirable direction.  The indicators have thereby contributed 
significantly to the review and communication of sustainable development. 
 
35. The framework behind the UK indicators is perhaps quite loose in a conceptual sense, but 
to a great extent the framework and logic behind the indicators have been determined by a 
conceptualisation predetermined by policy development.  It would nevertheless be possible to 
map the indicators fairly robustly to a more theoretical conceptualisation. 
 
36. For example, there are concepts around reducing emissions, waste, material use, and 
degradation of the natural environment, which do not require a great deal of theorising to 
identify.  Similar to Sweden, a key indicator is carbon dioxide emissions, which through SEEA 
is then disaggregated to the sectoral level and linked to the level of activity in each sector.  
Other emissions are similarly broken down. 
 
LONG-TERM VERSUS SHORT-TERM ISSUES 
 
37. Discussions at a working group meeting in Luxembourg raised the issue that many of 
today’s indicators are too focused on short-term issues  to be regarded as sustainable 
development indicators.  
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38. It is hard to envisage how a capital approach would be any better placed to consider 
longer-term issues, since it relies upon the same underlying data, and some concepts of the 
maintenance of capital are inherent in policy-based indicators in any case.   
 
39. It is of course true that all the statistics that are shown in the indicators are showing what 
is happening now, and not in the future. That said, there are several ways of using statistics to 
obtain an understanding of what may happen over time. For example, data on investments will 
have a large impact on what happens in the future - not only the size of the total investments of 
the economy will be of importance in this case, but also what type of investments. Here, there is 
work that needs to be done, in order to be able to describe in more detail how the incentives to 
invest, and how the government budget, are linked to the sustainable development strategies. 
 
40. Depending on how the strategies and individual targets are expressed, some indicators 
may lend themselves to distance to target analysis, whilst others may be more focused on 
changes since baselines.  However, many will in essence be considering maintenance of capital 
through examination of ‘short-term issues’  
 
41. For Sweden the environmental quality objectives focus on the state of the environment for 
the next generation, or about 25 years. The medium-term economic survey does include a 
forward looking time frame. For the social sphere some long-term goals are set, e.g. for traffic 
injuries. In some cases, such as the pension systems and demographic changes, modelling is 
used to project possible future outcomes of the indicators. 
 
42. For the UK behind most indicators there are policy targets that focus on particular years 
by which, for example, reductions in a particular problem need to be achieved – these are used 
directly by the policy makers to assess progress.   
43. However, the assessment in the sustainable development context is at times more 
challenging and uses baselines going back five and fifteen years, so even if there are only short-
term targets expressed in specific policy areas, overall the sustainable development evaluation 
focuses on the possibility of returning to these longer-term baselines. Thus in looking back the 
indicators are looking forward.  
 
44. Even statistics that appear to be of a very short-term nature, such as surveys where people 
are asked to assess their own health on a subjective basis, have been shown to have a good 
explanation value of their future well-being (Wikman, 1991). So there is perhaps still much 
argument to be had about what is really  meant by short-term and long-term evaluation of 
sustainable development, both in terms of the measures used and the policies.   
 
COMMUNICATION VERSUS ANALYSIS 
 
45. Indicators are ideally meant to communicate with a broad range of people not just those 
with an interest in a specific policy area. Thus it is important not to give too many details, nor to 
become too technical. In this respect a limited number of headline indicators have proven to be 
effective, both from Swedish and UK experiences. That is not without recognition that there 
needs to be a more elaborated indicator system supporting the headline indicators. Such 
indicators may be used at sector level for example to flag when some underlying trends are 
going counter to what would appear to be happening, as reported in aggregate through a 
headline indicator. 
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46. It is therefore important to use headline indicators carefully and to ensure that they can be 
subjected to more detailed analysis. In this respect the GDP measure, whilst being highly 
aggregated, is still an effective indicator through its connection to the SNA. For environmental 
issues, the SEEA has proven to have many of the same benefits in terms of being able to 
disaggregate. Thus, it is possible by disaggregation to use the same indicator for the nation, the 
region, for a particular industry, for the households etc. 
 
47. It is difficult to consider how a capital approach to indicators would be more effective in 
terms of communication and highlighting issues, save perhaps one aspect – that of being 
expressed in a more monetary-oriented language familiar to finance ministries (see e.g. Heal 
and Krisström, 2001). 
 
THE EXPERIENCE OF TRYING TO USE A ‘CAPITAL APPROACH’  
 
48. Sweden has, together with other nations, engaged in a long period of research to find 
methods on how to generate a green net national product in monetary terms (Ahlroth, 2000, 
Skånberg, 2001, Huhtala et al, 2001, Lange, 2003, Huhtala and Samakovlis, 2003). This means 
integrating information about the use and degradation of environmental assets (but not social 
assets) in the yearly estimate of the net national product. The results from this work were of 
general interest and certainly served to expand on the methods for valuation of environmental 
damage in many ways. 
  
49. However, there were several issues that were not possible to solve in an acceptable 
fashion. One of the problems was the inclusion of climate change. For the economic system this 
issue is one of the most fundamental as it concerns the energy system and how this can be 
moved on to a more sustainable path - a question with profound linkages to economic and social 
issues. The valuation of having a stable climate has never needed to be part of the ordinary 
description of the economic accounts, simply because it is taken for granted and it is not 
something that is purchased.  
 
50. It had been suggested to use the cost of preventing climate gas emissions as a proxy for 
the degradation of the asset from the economic system. However costs of preventive measures 
which have not yet been taken are not something which is part of the statistical system. Lacking 
a data source that gives a coherent picture over time means that the indicator is extremely 
susceptible to methodological changes, and is easily subject to manipulation. The same 
problems arose with other environmental issues, such that changes in the generated time-series 
were mainly indicating the quality in the underlying data.  
 
51. Considerable time and resources could be expended on finding better data sources, but it 
is highly questionable as to whether the cost of collecting all the data on the state of ecosystems 
of Sweden is worth the benefit of the generated indicators - especially since it has been proven 
many times that once a problem is apparent enough to be measured, the policy to prevent it 
should have been thought up a long time ago and so the real world moves too fast for the 
statistical one to be relevant. This has been the case with DDT, with eutrophication and with the 
expensive measures to clean up contaminated sites in urban areas.  
 
52. In 2005 it was decided to reformulate the research focus for this monetary valuation work, 
and concentrate on analysing environmental-economic issues in other forms, notably for some 
sectoral or some environmental objective in a particular time period, rather than as a time-series 
for the entire economy. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
53. The need for consideration of a framework based strongly on the system of national 
accounts is based on the idea that if the underlying statistics for the indicators can be connected 
by international classification standards, the analysis of linkages between society, economy and 
environment becomes possible. This issue is of major importance for the statistical institutions 
to handle, since they are the core providers and developers of such data systems. 
 
54. The mere linking of statistics can open up for a better understanding of the problems at 
hand by giving a broader view. However, there is undoubtedly a need for more research on 
causes and effects as statistics alone cannot identify the linkages. 
 
55. It is thus argued that a pragmatic approach, using tools already available, supplemented 
with research, would provide a more reliable path to the development of a statistical framework 
for sustainable development. 
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