Macleans:  The UN Fails Math
On poverty, and AIDS, its numbers prove to be wrong and misleading

By Peter Shawn Taylor

November 28, 2007

"Child poverty is a persistent problem in Canada," according to a UNICEF report released last week. The UN agency claims child poverty "has risen by 20 per cent" since 1989, and bolsters the accusation with a graph showing the dramatic increase. It seems Canadians have been failing our most vulnerable citizens. Facts don't lie, after all. 

But UNICEF's numbers do. None of the figures it cites on child poverty are statistically supportable. Some have been copied down wrong. Others appear deliberately misrepresented. And what numbers have been correctly referenced are ones deemed inappropriate for the measurement of poverty by Statistics Canada. If there's a persistent problem, it's that UN agencies seem incapable of getting their numbers right. Alongside these Canadian child poverty errors comes news that another UN body has been overestimating the number of AIDS patients worldwide for years. The UN, it seems, could use a remedial math lesson. 

In UNICEF Canada's "What's Rights for Some," a line graph purports to show child poverty in Canada rising from 14.4 per cent in 1989 to 17.7 per cent in 2007. None of these numbers are right. The figure for 1989 was changed after Maclean's pointed out an error. And StatsCan has not yet published 2007 figures, so where did that come from? Lisa Wolff, UNICEF Canada's director of advocacy, explains that she inserted a 2005 figure for 2007 in order to make the graph appear up-to-date. But this too is wrong — 17.7 per cent is actually the 2003 number. Presented with the evidence, Wolff claims she'd rather not be "quibbling over numbers." The chart in question is designed to tell a story, she says. "The line is not a precise calibration. It is supposed to be a picture of intransigence . . . [in] child poverty rates. The story is valid." 

If the proper numbers are inserted into UNICEF's chart, the claimed 20 per cent increase in Canadian child poverty falls to 11 per cent. But even that statistic is flawed because UNICEF uses before-tax data to make the problem look bigger than it really is. Statistics Canada produces two different measures of low income: before-tax and after-tax Low Income Cut-Offs. However, it explicitly prefers the use of after-tax figures because they take into account both government transfers and tax measures, and thus give a better picture of actual poverty. 

John Richards, an economist who specializes in social policy at Simon Fraser University, published a major study on Canadian poverty in October. He calls it "bizarre" that anyone would use before-tax figures. "It is certainly not consistent with what Statistics Canada recommends," says Richards. Chris Li, a senior analyst with StatsCan, calls it "deceiving" to use before-tax rates. 

Wolff says she uses before-tax LICOs in spite of the warnings because StatsCan is comprised of statisticians, and not child development experts. Still, her story of growing child poverty in Canada depends entirely on before-tax figures. After-tax LICO rates reveal no increase at all in child poverty since 1989. 

Other advocates appear to be accepting the need for greater honesty in poverty statistics. In October, federal Liberal Leader Stéphane Dion used before-tax numbers to claim that "more than one million children live in poverty." But a November speech unveiling the party's poverty platform saw Dion switch to after-tax rates: "Today, in Canada, more than 788,000 of our children live in poverty," he said, more truthfully. And earlier this week, the anti-child poverty group Campaign 2000 also relied on after-tax LICO rates in its annual report. 

A preference for inflated numbers appears to be a pathology UNICEF shares with other UN organizations. Last week, UNAIDS, which funds and coordinates HIV/AIDS relief, dramatically revised its worldwide infection figures from 39.5 million down to 33.2 million. The drop was a belated admission that the agency's method of calculating the number of AIDS patients was statistically unsupportable. UNAIDS had relied on surveys of post-natal clinics in Africa, essentially using a sample of sexually active women only to extrapolate for the population as a whole. Critics say it's been clear for years that UNAIDS was overestimating the problem. 

Edward Green, director of the AIDS Prevention Research Project at Harvard University, cites Rwanda — where UNAIDS claimed a prevalence rate of 13 per cent while surveys of the general population now show three per cent — as an example of long-time, obvious errors. Green suggests such mistakes are not entirely inadvertent: "UNAIDS seems to have a need to take what is already a tragedy and exaggerate it to make it look worse than it really is." The bigger UNAIDS made the problem appear, the more money and attention flowed its way, he says. It's an observation that seems equally applicable to UNICEF's efforts in Canada on child poverty. "There is a larger pattern here of the UN emphasizing bad news and ignoring good news. They are all catastrophists," Green concludes. 

No one would disagree that child poverty or AIDS are major issues that demand attention. But these causes are not helped by deliberate exaggerations or falsehoods, which can weaken public support for the very causes the UN agencies seek to help.
Comprehension and Analysis Questions:

1. What is the thesis of this article?
2. Why, in your supported opinion, does the UN use the numerical data that it does?

3. Why do after tax LICOs give a better actual picture of poverty, according to StatsCan?

4. How do critics respond to the numbers given by UNAIDS?

5. Why, according to Edward Green, does UNAIDS inflate its data?

6. What does Peter Shawn Taylor, the author of this article, say is the problem with “deliberate exaggerations or falsehoods” regarding child poverty and AIDS data?
