Iran Human Rights Review: Economy
Iran’s Lack of Transparency and Accountability and
its Underdeveloped Data & Statistics Infrastructure
Ali Arab

Data and stascs play an important role in assessing and monitoring the status of social and economic
development in a country.1 Moreover, in the era of data-driven decision-making and Big Data, it is essenal
that governments maintain and provide easy access to oﬃcial data and stascs. It is key that governments
maintain transparency, and accountability in order to provide reliable and unbiased observaons of the
status of the naon’s measurements of development such as educaon, economy, environment, and health,
among others.
The right to access governmental data and stascs may be viewed in the broader context of enjoying the
beneﬁts of science as a human right. The right to science is enshrined in Arcle 15 of the UN Internaonal
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), as well as in Arcle 27 of the Universal
Declaraon of Human Rights (UDHR).2 In parcular, Arcle 15 of the ICESCR requires:
1. The States Pares to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone:
a. To take part in cultural life;
b. To enjoy the beneﬁts of scienﬁc progress and its applicaons;
c. To beneﬁt from the protecon of the moral and material interests resulng from any scienﬁc, literary
or arsc producon of which he is the author.
2. The steps to be taken by the States Pares to the present Covenant to achieve the full realizaon of this
right shall include those necessary for the conservaon, the development and the diﬀusion of science and
culture.
3. The States Pares to the present Covenant undertake to respect the freedom indispensable for scienﬁc
research and creave acvity.
4. The States Pares to the present Covenant recognize the beneﬁts to be derived from the encouragement
and development of internaonal contacts and co-operaon in the scienﬁc and cultural ﬁelds.
The Islamic Republic of Iran is a rafying party of the ICESCR. Thus, Iran is obliged to recognize the right of its
cizens to science, including, the right to access governmental data and stascs, and the right to conduct
data collecon and reporng by non-governmental enes, amongst others.
Currently, Iran’s data and stascal infrastructure is severely underdeveloped. This is mainly due to a lack
of independent channels of data collecon and reporng by non-governmental organisaons and enes.
The underulisaon of the exisng data and stascs infrastructure, may stem from the lack of reliability,
transparency, and accountability of these exisng channels of data collecon and reporng which are mainly
governmental enes.
In recent years, the lack of data/stascs reliability and transparency has resulted in many controversies in
the media, and oen highlighted by conﬂicng reports produced by governmental agencies and enes.
Although the Stascal Center of Iran (SCI) is considered to be the main governmental enty responsible for
the collecon, processing, and reporng of oﬃcial stascs, other agencies and organisaons related to the
government connue to release stascal reports on their areas of interest, which oen srs controversies
due to conﬂicng results between their reports and those released by the SCI.3 A well-known example is the
conﬂicng stascal reports on economic indices, monetary and ﬁnancial stascs (e.g., unemployment and
inﬂaon rates, etc.) reported by the SCI and the Central Bank of Iran.4
The lack of transparency in stascs reported by government agencies has, in some cases, been suspected to
be intenonal, mainly in order to migate the risk of raising concerns and objecons in society on sensive
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or crical issues. A recent example includes the conﬂicng reports on the rise of the number of cancer
diagnoses in Iran, as well as signiﬁcant reducon in average age of Iranians diagnosed with cancer. The
stascs reported by the Iranian Associaon of General Surgery were negated and conﬂicted by data from
Iran’s Ministry of Health.5
Another recent example involves the crical issue of water resources in Iran where conﬂicng stascs
reported by diﬀerent government enes has resulted in ineﬀecve policies and water resource
management.6 In fact, many experts consider the lack of data-driven policy-making as the main issue behind
Iran’s water crisis, which has seen the drying of several rivers and wetlands due to mismanaged water
resources and7 a lack of rigorous scienﬁc studies into the construcon of dams.8 The economy is another
area where conﬂicng stascal reports have created controversies, and as a result, has generated a sense
of suspicion and lack of trust in Iranian society in the reports released by the government.9 For example,
there have been several controversies due to conﬂicng stascal reports by the Central Bank of Iran and
other governmental agencies on key economic indices and ﬁgures,10 such as, in a recent case, the stascs
reported by the Central Bank of Iran on the Out-of-Pocket Health Expenditure Index conﬂicts with Ministry of
Health’s reports.11
Conﬂicng reports have also, in some cases, been published from within the same governmental enty12
as well as by a spokesperson for the government and the related governmental agencies.13 Examples of
such conﬂicng reports include in the areas of oil and gas14, the environment15 and crime stascs16 among
others, which commonly illustrate the lack of reliability and transparency in data and stascs generated by
the state, as well as state’s lack of accountability.
A look at the history of oﬃcial stascs in Iran may help us beer understand the underlying problems which
have less to do with the skills and abilies of Iranian stascians and Iranian stascal organisaons and
more with the perceived polical implicaons of the data and stascs. The ﬁrst modern census in Iran was
conducted in 1924, since then oﬃcial stascs have been generated and reported by diﬀerent government
enes. The SCI, established in 1965, was assigned to collect data through sampling surveys and censuses,
and all government agencies were obliged to provide the SCI with the required stascs and data. Aer
the revoluon in 1980, as a result of laws passed by the Revoluon Council to decentralise and restructure
governmental organisaons, the stascal regions aﬃliated with the SCI were merged with the Planning and
Budget Oﬃces in provinces. As a result, the collecon of stascs and informaon at the province-level were
assigned to the Deputy for Stascs and Informacs of the Planning and Budget Organizaon. Although the
SCI experienced a substanal reducon in stascal projects during the period immediately following the
revoluon, the organisaon was soon granted new and addional responsibilies - including the tracking of
construcon permits and surveying mining industry acvies among others). In 1986, the SCI conducted the
ﬁrst Census aer the 1979 revoluon. In 2007, following further restructuring of governmental organisaons
there were reduced connecons between the SCI and the provincial oﬃces in charge of data and stascs
collecon in provinces. In 2011, the SCI was required by the Ahmadinejad government to conduct the
Censuses every ﬁve years (instead of 10). However, due to high expenses, the Rouhani government returned
the Census to its original 10-year schedule.17
The polically-driven ﬂuctuaons in decisions related to governmental stascs and the SCI, shows the
important nature of the role of stascs and the SCI in Iranian polics. In fact, this is one of the primary
factors behind the underdevelopment of stascs in Iran. Oen, governmental enes, or the regime as
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a whole manipulate data and stascs on sensive issues, which undermines the scienﬁc legimacy of
the SCI, resulng in conﬂicng and somemes contradictory reports. Such aempts have undermined
the recognion of the SCI as the sole governmental enty responsible for the collecon and reporng of
oﬃcial stascs. In addion, the lack of independent channels for generang data and stascs on polically
sensive issues has resulted in a government monopoly on the provision of data and stascs.18
The lack of data and stascal freedom and transparency impacts the government’s accountability and
means a more challenging environment for criques of the government with regards to ineﬃciencies or
mismanagement of government aﬀairs, given their inability to present robust evidence.
In fact, in recent years, there have been several examples of governments around the world trying to control
and censor aempts to publish data and stascs not ‘approved’ by those governments, in several cases
this has resulted in oppression of stascians.19For example, in 2007 Argenna’s government ﬁred several
stascians due to their consumer price index calculaons which were not approved by the government.20 In
another recent example, in 2015, the Greek government arrested the head of its oﬃcial stascs service on
the charges of inﬂang deﬁcit ﬁgures.21 Thus, although this is not exclusive to Iran, the issue of government
control and lack of transparency in the producon of data and stascs in Iran is a serious problem and
seems to be present in many levels and sectors of the society.
The recent nuclear agreement between Iran and the P5+1 introduces a great opportunity for Iran to
reconnect with the internaonal community.22 In parcular, internaonal investment in Iran would have
a signiﬁcant posive impact on the country’s ailing economy.23 A key element in guaranteeing the success
of this process will be in the provision of transparent, unbiased, and reliable data and stascs to the
public, investors, and business. This will also apply pressure on the Iranian government to acknowledge the
principles of transparency and accountability, if they are willing to connue cooperaon with internaonal
organisaons. This requires vast improvements in Iran’s data and stascs infrastructure by following
robust standards of data collecon and reporng. To this end, the SCI should be fully recognised as the sole
governmental enty responsible for oﬃcial stascs; the government should also permit and encourage
the partnerships with the private sector with a view to improving Iran’s underdeveloped data and stascs
infrastructure.
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