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Adopted by the UNECE Committee on Environmental Policy in 2007 to 
help countries in Eastern Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia in:

a) Improving the systems of environmental monitoring and reporting for the 
purpose of environmental decision-making and public awareness raising

b) Making national environment assessments comparable with those of other 
UN Member States

c) Facilitating data gathering for future environmental assessment reports.

Several assessments carried out since then showed:
• Many countries used the guidelines as a starting point for developing 

environment statistics
• Guidelines contributed to strengthening collaboration between NSOs and MoEs

ECE Guidelines for the Application of 
Environmental Indicators

Short recap
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10 “traditional topics” 49 “indicators”

See:

https://unece.org/guidelines-application-environmental-indicators

ECE Guidelines for the Application of 
Environmental Indicators

Current structure
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https://unece.org/guidelines-application-environmental-indicators


Example: indicator C-3 
“total water use”
Calculates:

• Freshwater available

• Freshwater use

• Freshwater use per GDP

 In fact, a mix of basic statistics and 
indicators

Production sheet is aligned with UNSD 
water statistics questionnaire

ECE Guidelines for the Application of 
Environmental Indicators

XLS production sheets

4



Example: indicator A-2 
“Ambient air quality in urban 
areas”
Includes:

• Data for PM10, SO2, NO2 and ground-level O3

• For each of these substances:
• Daily average limit value
• Annual average limit value
• Annual average concentration
• The highest daily concentration
• Number of days with exceeded daily 

limit value

Which of these are “the indicators”? 

ECE Guidelines for the Application of 
Environmental Indicators

XLS production sheets
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JTFESI requested the Secretariat to review the ECE 
set of environmental indicators and the associated 
guidelines to

 Inform better the recent global policies (such as 2030 
Agenda, Paris Agreement and Sendai Framework for 
Disaster-risk Reduction)

 Improve data availability for regular pan-European 
Environmental Assessments and reporting

 Link them with statistical frameworks, such as the 
FDES and SEEA

 Increase user-friendliness of the metadata.

Rationale
Why a review of the indicators and online guidelines?

6



1. Distinction between “indicators” and “data and statistics”, using the 
definitions used in the UN Framework for the Development of Environment 
Statistics (FDES) 

2. Presentation of the indicators according to FDES structure
3. Review of the list of indicators
4. Update of indicator metadata, including filling of some “placeholders”
5. All information stored in a bilingual database (English and Russian)

Revision process has been multi-
dimensional
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Some benefits of using the structure of the FDES for the list of 
recommended UNECE Environmental Indicators:

1. Use of a globally agreed structure
2. FDES defines environmental indicators, data and statistics
3. FDES is broad, comprehensive and integrative. It defines 

the overall scope of environment statistics, thus can be 
used to identify information gaps and to set priorities

4. It can handle “cross-cutting issues”, such as climate 
change, COVID-19 or circular economy

5. New indicators can easily be added
6. Supports implementation of environmental statistics
7. Methodological guidelines (e.g. Manual on the Basic Set of 

Environment Statistics) available. 

Presentation of indicators according to FDES 
structure

Benefits of aligning it with the UN FDES  
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https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/fdes/manual_bses.cshtml
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Presentation of indicators according to FDES 
structure

Example: Climate change-related indicators
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Indicator theme “B. Climate change” (old guidelines) included indicators on physical conditions of the atmosphere (B1. 
and B2) and air emissions (B3). This is problematic from several points of view:

1. Greenhouse gas emissions are missing in indicator theme “A. Air pollution and ozone depletion”.
2. Climate change is a cross-cutting issue with a broad scope, including climate change drivers, emissions, impacts, 

mitigation and adaptation.

Therefore, indicator theme “B. Climate change” was removed; indicators moved to other areas (called “topics” in the 
newly proposed structure).

Topic “Atmosphere, climate and weather” 
(component “Environmental conditions and quality”, 
sub-component “Physical conditions”)

OLD STRUCTURE NEW STRUCTURE (FDES)

Topic “Emissions of greenhouse gases” (component 
“Residuals”, sub-component “Emissions to air”)



I. Background
II. Alignment of the list of indicators with UN FDES

A. Clarification of terminology
B. Distinction between “indicators” and “data and statistics” in the revised Guidelines
C. Grouping of the list of indicators
D. Organization of the list of indicators in the revised guidelines
E. Data disaggregation 

III. Selection of the proposed indicators
A. Component “environmental conditions and quality”
B. Component “environmental resources and their use”
C. Component “residuals”
D. Component “extreme events and disasters”
E. Component “human settlements and environmental health”
F. Component “environmental protection, management and engagement”

IV. Data and statistics needed for compiling the list of indicators

Structure of the guidelines document
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Structure of the indicator metadata sheets
Example “A-2.2 SO2: ”Number of days with exceeded daily limit value” 1/2
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Structure of the indicator metadata sheets
Example “A-2.2 SO2: ”Number of days with exceeded daily limit value” 2/2
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Sub-component 1.3 „environmental 
quality“
• Topic 1.3.1 „air quality“

Where can we find the “air indicators” in the 
UNECE Indicator Guidelines?

The list of indicators can be found at the “topic” levels
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Sub-component 3.1 „emissions
to air“
• Topic 3.1.1 „emissions of

GHGs“

• Topic 3.1.2 „consumption of
ODS“

• Topic 3.1.3 “emissions of 
other substances to air”

Sub-component 5.1 „human 
settlements“
• Topic 5.1.4 „exposure to

ambient pollution“



19th session of JTFESI (including a silence procedure):
• Some indicators were added (e.g. related to CBD, EEA-EIONET and pan-European Environmental 

Assessment, but also proposals made by some countries), examples:
• D-1.7 Area under restoration (CBD headline indicator 2.2)
• D-3.11 Forest carbon stock (UNECE/FAO)
• A-1.22 Total emissions of non-methane volatile organic compounds (NMVOC) (revised list of EEA indicators)

• A few indicators (duplications) were removed, e.g.
• B-3.6 Total GHG emissions including emissions/removals from LULUCF

• Some minor and editorial corrections, including changes of priority indicators
• Approved the list of indicators

Next steps:
• Finalisation of metadata sheets in English (Russian dependent on available resources)
• Publication – Edition 2023
• Continuous updates in agreement by JTFESI and/or new Joint Working Group on Environmental 

Statistics and Indicators
• If resources can be made available: Searchable online metadata-database

ECE Guidelines for the Application of 
Environmental Indicators

What comes next?
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Michael Nagy
Statistician 
UNECE

Thank you!
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