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Introduction

For the past two hundred years, a ten-yearly census has counted the
population. In its time it was an innovative mechanism to understand
population numbers and socio-economic factors. Just as the methods
have changed so has the purpose. It is no longer innovative; it is no longer
a robust mechanism. There are a whole range of new challenges facing
the public sector in delivering services in the 21t century from the
requirement to understand the needs and expectations of public sector
customers to the macro-economic distribution of taxation and grants.

So far the debate has centred on how the traditional census can be

tinkered with or reformed to provide more accurately the information it has
conventionally supplied. As yet, there has been little root and branch review.
What is the purpose of the census? Does it still have a place in today s society?
What is the data that is required? How can it be captured?

This paper takes a more fundamental position, asking what exactly are the
types of data needed at the local level? Only then does it go on to ask how this
data can be acquired.

The successful management of public services, particularly at the local level,
depends on an accurate understanding of the scale and nature of the challenge.
In a rapidly changing society how we choose to measure and assess the need
for public services is becoming more complex but also more important. With
local government in a key place-shaping leadership role, it is vital that every
opportunity is taken to re ne and improve the available information used to
gauge crucial decisions.

However, two speci c challenges are converging on local policy makers the

rst is the need for more sophisticated and detailed local population pro les;
the second is that acquiring this information and managing it securely is
becoming more complex and problematic.

Local authorities are developing their own population statistics that marginalise
the role of of cial national statistics. There is a danger that parallel systems

will evolve that are not complementary but that lead to ineffective targeting of
resources, poor service outcomes for communities and increased inequalities.



What is needed is greater exibility and discretion at the local level, and a
proper exploitation of existing sources.

A fresh and radical look at the fundamental purpose and relevance of local
population data is required.

In reviewing this issue, we cannot escape the conclusion that the 2011 census
could be abolished and should certainly be the last one.

Instead , NLGN recommends that a new population system based on local
administrative databases should be developed using existing devices.



Overview: What are population statistics
needed for?

The key issue in considering the reform of Britain s national statistics is
that their purpose must be de ned before the methodology is reformed
or restructured. Is there any point the census being accurate if the data
it gathers is redundant or if it fails to gather essential information?

Population statistics are intended to ful | a number of critical roles:

Resource allocation and grant settlement

l

The decennial census provides the basis for the annual population
estimates that determine the distribution of £100 billion of
government funding each year to local government and PCTs.” Revenue
Support Grant is allocated to local authorities on the basis of their
populations as calculated through the census and mid-year estimates.

National policy making

l

To provide the basis for establishing understanding of the rates

of births, deaths, accidents, health, and crime, to inform macro-
economics, and public sector response to demographics and social
change, business capacity and social policy.

To enable central government departments to evaluate the
effectiveness of existing policies.

Local Policy Making

l
l

To horizon scan and devise policy.

To facilitate the planning of local services (and business services) on
the basis of estimated population need and demand.

House of Commons Treasury Select Committee, Counting the Population, (May 2008), p.20.
ONS, The Case for the 2011 Census.



T Local authorities, healthcare trusts and police can use local statistics
to target investment and evaluate achievement.

Unsurprisingly, the rst item on this list has received the most attention. More
population means more funding. It therefore can quickly become a contested
area and can impact on equity and fairness between geographic regions.

This is where it has paid to talk. The LGA has suggested that CLG establish

a contingency fund of £250 million to assist those authorities that have

had to respond to migration without adequate funding.” This is a positive
response. But fair allocation of this money would of course need to be carried
out on the basis of robust comparable population datasets. It is of necessity
also only a part solution. Surely it would be more pro table to count the
population better in the rst place with an agreed measurement tool.

Even more signi cantly, we must ensure that local policy makers can exploit
the colossal potential of accurate population data and that they have the
exibility to make use of existing data systems in a complementary approach.

http://www.lga.gov.uk/Iga/core/page.do?pageld=103801



New challenges in acquiring population
data: the challenge for traditional census

The challenge to acquire data at the right time and in the right manner has
increased as a result of:

High rate of population mobility and migration

Illegal residency

Changing household structures

Increase in the number of second homes

Growing reluctance to complete of cial questionnaires
Growth of inaccessible households

Britain s population is becoming harder to count: through more emigration,
immigration and internal churn; through changing lifestyles and work patterns
with more diverse employment patterns, more commuting and more second
homes. This makes it more dif cult to de ne what constitutes residency.

There are clear challenges facing the current population statistics system in
Britain. The Of ce for National Statistics (ONS) census has faced serious
criticism and scrutiny in the years since the last census of 2001. A recent
report from the Treasury Select Committee has noted that the mid-year
estimates are not t-for-purpose.

Problems with the current census process, as set out by the Statistics
Commission in 2007, include:

Budgetary pressures, with the cost of the 2011 census likely to be nearly
twice that of the 2001 census

Public protests about data management and the burden that the
traditional census places on citizens as a whole

Statistics Commission, Report 36: 2011 Census Managing the Risks (November 2007)
Counting the Population
Managing the Risks.



Problems with enumeration in hard to count areas, especially around
migration, student populations and ats

Poor quality address lists have undermined the enumeration policy
both the of cial census questionnaire and the survey.

The 2001 census population gures have been described as infamous ,
under-counting the population by some 900,000." This has had a pernicious
knock-on effect onto the local government sector with underestimation of
demands on services and insuf cient grant settlement allocated.

At the macro level, revisions in data-collection techniques in the last few
years have seen the population projections for Britain in 2061 revised from
70 million to 80 million.

A number of high pro le miscalculations of local populations have come to light
and thrown doubt on the accuracy of ONS statistics. Just a few of these are:

Manchester City Council saw its mid-year population estimate for 2000
revised down by 46,700 people (one tenth of the population);

Boston Council believes that its population is 10% higher than the
census estimate.

CEBR, UK Population is 1.4 million more than of cial statistics suggest, LGC, 29 August 2006.
Alasdair Murray, Does Britain need a population policy (CentreForum, 2007)
Graham Bowley, The Last Census?, Prospect Magazine, 92 (November 2003),

Carly Chynoweth, Changing face of Britain, The Times, 1 July 2008.
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The Slough case has been taken up as a severe warning to local authorities
and the data community that the basis for awarding grant settlement may
be founded on highly awed data."* Government gures informed Slough
that its population was falling dramatically when in fact it was increasing
signi cantly because of immigration. From having the ninth fastest growing
population in the country, the borough was then informed it had the second
fastest falling population. *~ The incoherence of the statistics was laid bare
when child bene t data revealed that there were more children receiving
child bene ts in Slough than the ONS currently say live in Slough.

Previous NLGN research has expressed concern about the census
methodologies, concluding that the 2001 Census no longer accurately
re ects local populations.*” This study and others highlight:

signi cant numbers of second homes and inaccessible properties;
complex residential structure and substantial residential redevelopment;

large numbers of internal migrants.

In particular, migrant and student populations have been found to be poorly
enumerated. This has led to the ONS s handling of migrant gures being
described by one leading council of cial as shambolic.

Population movement or churn presents challenges for policy makers and
renders population gures more dif cult to estimate. As NLGN and local
authorities have pointed out, the issue is not principally one of immigration.
On this particular point, the methodology for capturing immigration and
emigration has been criticised ercely by the House of Commons Treasury
Select Committee for their over-reliance on a small-sample International
Passenger Survey. '~ The current systems are inadequate to measure cross-
border movements.

Slough Borough Council claims census mistake LGC, 17 May 2006

Slough Borough Council, There s no accounting for some people: measuring migration for grant
distribution (July 2006)

Matthew Clifton, Managing Migration: a local approach to a global phenomenon (NLGN, 2007)
Jamie Hailstone, Shambolic ONS shamed, MJ, 29 May 2008.
House of Commons Treasury Select Committee, Counting the Population, (May 2008), p.15.



Following an address matching exercise, the ONS accepted that it had
under-enumerated Westminster s population in the 2001 census and
subsequently revised its the MYE 2001 by adding a further 17,500
people into the population. Subsequently, the ONS revoked the
unattributable change elements to its MYE methodology for revised
inter-census estimates and Westminster s population was estimated to
grow substantially for the next 5 years. However a subsequent change
of MYE methodology in 2007 (caused by a change of calculation to the
attribution of international migrants within the UK) meant that the City
of Westminster had, in effect, lost a signi cant amount of its population
increase since 2001. Factors behind the original census underestimates
include poor address lists available to enumerators, enumerator training
problems, poor response rates, inaccessible households, and complex
living arrangements. Achieving accurate mid-year estimates is also made
particularly dif cult because of the high levels of short-term migrants,

a small percentage of owner-occupiers, signi cant number of students,
the prevalence of part-time dwellers and the large number of hidden
households within the City.

However, as the ONS has recognised, National level population estimates
are not too bad, the challenge is at the local level.'® Therefore the more
pernicious problem has been the failure to quantify internal migration or
churn within Britain. As the Director of Finance at Slough Borough Council
has noted, it does not matter to local authorities whether someone has come
from Poland or [moved] from Putney to Slough if the statistics were not able
to track them. ' In turn, it must be noted that internal migrant populations
are often those most in need of local services.

The ONS, the LGA and the Government have been working to rectify this
problem through the Inter-Departmental Task Force in 2006, Improvement
Migration and Population Statistics programme and research commissioned

Radio 4, Today Programme, 23 May 2008
Counting the Population, p.15.
CLG, Moving on: reconnecting frequent movers (2006), p.9.

11
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from the Institute of Community Cohesion."” ONS research has identi ed
sources (such as the Higher Education Statistics Authority) that can help to
inform the estimation of these hard-to-count groups.”” A cross-Government
programme to improve migration and population statistics has been set up
along side a senior programme board steering group.

No matter how accurate the data is, under the current system, estimates
are often out-of-date and revenue support grant is distributed from central
government to local authorities using mid-year estimates derived from data
several years old. “* In fact, as the LGA has argued, by de nition, the census
becomes out-of-date as soon as it is published.”* This brings problems for
local authorities. As Paul Carter, Leader of Kent County Council has noted,

Experts have pointed out that increased rates of social change and the need
for more up-to-date data have made infrequently-updated census data
insuf cient for many applications.

All public information systems carry risks associated with trust. It is perhaps
worth bearing in mind that the rst census was attacked as being a most
effectual engine of rapacity and repression. " It is a question therefore of
how this risk is managed. Nonetheless, a European Commission survey of
spring 2007 into public trust in of cial statistics listed Britain 27™ out of

Statistics Commission, A Candid Friend: re ections of the Statistics Commission 2000-2008 (Mar
2008); ICOCO & LGA, estimating the scale and impacts of migration at the local level (Nov 2007)

ONS, Improving Migration and Population Statistics, 2007 Local Authority Case Studies: Final
Report (February 2008), p.15.

Counting the Population, Ev 149

T.D. Allen, LGA Response to the Treasury Select Committee Inquiry into Counting the Population
(Nov 2007)

Radio 4, Today Programme, 23 May 2008.

David Martin, Last of the censuses? The future of small area population data , Transactions of
the Institute of British Geographers, Volume 31, Number 1, March 2006 , pp.9.

Philip Johnston, The Census just doesn t add up, Daily Telegraph, 10 March 2006.
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the 27 EU member states.”” Recent gures suggest that only a minority

of the population trust of cial statistics.”” A survey of local authority Chief
Executives revealed that an even smaller proportion were con dent that the
Government had responded appropriately to statistical problems.

Privacy has become contested ground. Recurrent accusations of a
surveillance society have been hard to dispel as technology provides
more opportunities for the tracking of people and their lives. Recent
events, including the mislaying of sensitive data on disks and laptops, have
heightened concern about the vulnerability of state-managed information.
This is exacerbated by continued fear of identity fraud.

The new Statistics Authority (SA), which subsumes the ONS for all purposes
apart from civil registration and is now responsible to the Cabinet Of ce, has
the potential to open a new dialogue with the population and set out clearly
what data is required, why and for what purpose.

The 2011 census is set to cost approximately £500 million.”” Simply an extra
fourth page of questions proposed for the upcoming census (the census is
currently set at three pages) would cost £25 million. It might be questioned
whether this is the best use of public money.

There is no doubt that the work invested by the ONS and other agencies
are making the 2011 census methodology more robust in counting some of
those missed in 2001. There is real doubt however that mere reform of the
traditional census can provide answers to the wide range of demands made
by statistical users in the twenty- rst century.

European Commission, Europeans Knowledge of Economics Indicators (April 2007), p.38.
Public con dence in of cial statistics still low, National Statistics Press Release, 17 March 2008
LGC.

Ev.302.
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Investigating the type of response needed

The clamour for a change to the traditional census is growing. The Statistics
Commission argued in 2007 that an early start must be made to ensure that the
2011 census is the last of its kind. It recommended that consideration should

be given to collecting some of the census data through a continuous survey

and that the 2011 Census should be used as an experimental opportunity to
compare existing administrative data sources in parallel with the census.

In May 2008, the Treasury Select Committee recommended that the 2011
census should be the last of its kind. The Committee concluded that the
traditional census has almost had its day and recommended that the new
Statistics Authority establish as an immediate priority the provision of local
population statistics that more accurately re ect the full range of information
available about local populations and the effects of internal migration. It
went on to recommend that it establish a pilot project enabling a population
register to be operated alongside the 2011 Census in order to compare the
effectiveness of such a system with that of the Census.

There have been indications from the ONS that after 2013, there may be
efforts to work towards a revised methodology: possibly to include larger
surveys, a shorter census and increased use of administrative sources.

The ONS has responded proactively to many of the criticisms since the 2001
census, and done much detailed work around consulting with users. However,
the implication appears to be that, still three years away from the census,
the agencies are too far down the line to amend the approach radically for
2011 and that the 2011 census may not necessarily be the last.” In the
background, government departments including the Treasury and CLG

SC, Managing the Risks

Counting the Population, pp. 3-4, 44, 49.

Pete Benton, Future of the Census (Presentation 2004); ONS, Proposals For An integrated
Population Statistics System (2003); ONS, A Review of the Potential Use of Administrative Sources in
the Estimation of Population Statistics (November 2007); UKSA, Response to Counting the Population,
21 July 2008

UKSA, Response to Counting the Population, 21 July 2008
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have been accused of taking a back seat and leaving the onus on the ONS
and SA."* Despite the pivotal place that central government has in deciding
the shape of the data requirements, the Treasury admitted recently that
central government had not started thinking about an alternative census for
2021.°" The department also expressed reservations about the existence of
other sources to substitute for the traditional census.

The ONS has argued that:

This is a concerning admission. As will be seen in the next chapter, its pessimism
is not born out by experiments underway currently at the local authority level.

Because £100 billion of funding is allocated per year on the basis of the
decennial census, the ONS has argued that the business case clearly
demonstrates the unique value of the census and that the bene ts of
having the information far outweigh the costs of its collection.”” But this
is an argument for funding an effective statistics regime rather than an
endorsement of the existing methodological approach per se.

International comparisons demonstrate that there are a range of four broad
methods of population data acquisition. As Professor David Martin has set out, the
majority of countries are moving at least to a hybrid data collection system:

Westminster City Council, Population Summit Report (April 2007)

Counting the Population, Ev 108.

Counting the Population, Ev 122.

ONS, The Case for the 2011 Census, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census/2011census/2011project/
2011case.asp

ONS, The Case for the 2011 Census, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census/2011census/2011project/
2011case.asp

David Martin, Last of the censuses? The future of small area population data, Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, Volume 31, Number 1, March 2006 , pp.9-10.
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Figure 1 International comparison of population data collection
strategies following the 2000 round of censuses
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Previous research on international experiences has uncovered substantial
bene ts in using administrative sources. Learning from the Nordic experience,
some of the bene ts of an administrative data base system include:

Continuously updated information

SA, The Nordic Contrast (2007)



Reliable

Inexpensive

Accurate

Reduction of response burden

The LGA has argued that administrative data can supplement traditional
censuses by offering a quality check or reality check of the guresin
between censuses and as part of the estimation process.”* The question
is really what are the real demands on the data and how could these be
ful lled.

Counting the Population, Ev 170 (Sir Simon Milton); T.D. Allen, LGA Response to the Treasury
Select Committee Inquiry into Counting the Population (November 2007)
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Exploring local demands on data

The Government has set councils a number of major goals, which make
new demands on local population data. These new ambitions, as set
out in the 2006 Local Government White Paper, offer great potential
for the remodelling of services but only when customer information is
harnessed. Local authorities have been encouraged to:

to deliver outcomes to their residents;
to help shape the local place;

to meet rising citizen expectations.

The Local Government White Paper emphasised the importance of accurate,
accessible and up-to-date information on service performance in order to
encourage citizen participation. It went on,

Evidence-based policy-making is pivotal to the delivery of strategic services
and local priorities. Local authorities have expressed their need for
information on a whole range of aspects of their population: ethnic group,
religion, nationality and language information from the 2011 Census."* Such
data enables councils to map social exclusion and community cohesion,

set credible baselines to monitor the impact of regeneration projects and
respond to the equalities agenda.

ODPM, Local Government White Paper
CLG, Strong and prosperous communities: The Local Government White Paper, Volume 1, Paras
6.27, 6.28 (October 2006)

ONS, 2011 Census: Ethnic group, national identity, religion and language consultation: Local and
regional government responses to the 2011 Census stakeholders consultation 2006/07 (Oct 2007), p.3.
Shirley Dex and Kingsley Purdam, Equal opportunities and recruitment: How Census data can

help employers to assess their practices (JRF, 2005)



The development of e-government initiatives has transformed the potential for
councils to understanding the pro les and needs for their local communities.
Smart cards and entitlement cards enable councils to establish more ef cient
transactional arrangements and also to see how and where services are used. For
instance the use of Oyster cards in London heralds the potential for transport
operators to understand their market as meta-data is stored and analysed. In
turn, local authorities can work-out which routes are popular when and give an
insight into customer preferences. More accurate and pertinent data has the
potential to drive signi cant policy changes in response to community needs. For
instance, in Warwickshire, data analysis exposed pockets of severe deprivation in
what is otherwise an af uent shire county. This facilitated remedial regeneration
investment to be targeted."® But this approach needs to be taken a stage further.
Local administrative databases offer the potential to cultivate more re ned
evidence on individuals and households.

By using administrative databases, Hackney has encountered fewer
numerical/statistical discrepancies than when using of cial statistics.
The council has also been able to pro le the local demographics more
sensitively down to the household level. This information can be used to
ful | a whole host of new service strategies. For instance, to plot demand
and existing provision of nursery care by combining a full range of
sources such as library, health and children s services data. Analysis has
been carried out of geographical access to nurseries among households
with children under 5. Using 250m and 500m as cut off criteria, the
percentage of those within a particular geographic catchment without
access can be plotted and measures taken to stimulate the local child
care market. By assimilating this information with other socio-economic
data, it can be understood how well served are those on bene ts, those
in social housing and those who live outside these catchments. In due
course, this information can be used for measuring and pro ling school
catchments, the library and other public services.

CLG, Local Information Systems: A review of their role, characteristics and bene ts (2007), p.6.
LBH and Mayhew Associates, Estimating and Pro ling the population of Hackney (Mar 2008)
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The recent Local Government Act has placed on local government and its
partners a duty to cooperate. An increasing range of services have data
collection and sharing at their heart. Effective sharing of information is critical
to the agenda of safe children through DfES s Every Child Matters; it can help
target crime and homelessness.”” Through data sharing across and between
organisations more cohesive and integrated communities can be promoted.

The Local Government White Paper also emphasised that effective data-
sharing within LSPs should underpin Local Area Agreement strategic
targets.”” With the move to Multi-Area Agreements this must be progressed
across the sub-region.

http://www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/deliveringservices/informationsharing/. HM Government,
Information sharing vision statement (Sept 2006).

CLG, Guidance for local authorities on community cohesion contingency planning and tension
monitoring (May 2008), p.5.

CLG, Strong and prosperous communities: The Local Government White Paper, Volume 1,
(October 2006), 4.74, 5.30,



