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Survey 2001 - History

The first Belgian population census in 1846

In 1846 the first Belgian census of a scientific nature was organized on the initiative of Adolphe Quetelet. It 
was not a ordinary count of inhabitants; it also comprised a complete section on agriculture and industry. 
Since then there have been 14 population censuses in Belgium. The different censuses occurred at intervals 
of approximately 10 years (1856, 1866, 1876, 1880, 1890, 1900, 1910, 1920, 1930, 1947, 1961, 1970, 1981, 
1991). Although, according to the basic legal texts censuses were meant for purely administrative purposes, 
all censuses since 1856 have also inquired about demographic, social and economic data.

Administrative significance
In the past general population censuses have been used to determine the official population figure of each 
municipality. By means of the obtained information municipal population figures were controlled and 
corrected. The population number determined by the censuses was also used to allocate members of the 
Chamber of Representatives to the districts and to determine the number of provincial and municipal 
councilors, as well as the number of members of the district council and the district college. Furthermore, it 
was used to deduce the classification of municipalities regarding the contribution to the Municipal Fund to 
calculate the payment of certain municipal officials. As the National Register of Natural Persons seemed to 
be a reliable source to determine the population figure, it was recognized as the centralizing database of 
municipal registers in 1985. Since 1991 the official population figure has been determined by means of this 
register and the census has no longer a purely administrative significance. The significance of a census on a 
socio-economic level has become all the more important though.

Socio-economic significance
Censuses are a useful source of information to receive a better knowledge of our society. Originally, they 
were an administrative matter. Since 1856, they make it possible to make a socio-economic profile of a 
country. Each census is a kind of "photo" of the Belgian population in demographic, geographic, socio-
economic and cultural terms. The size, composition and living circumstances of the population can be 
learned about.
Reliable data from population and housing censuses have become an indispensable tool for political policy 
and planning, research purposes, enterprises and private persons. Information from censuses can easily be 
cross-referenced, to obtain a wide knowledge of whole fields of the economic and social life of civilians. 
Censuses are also an excellent tool for the analysis of society developments. As the series of various data 
have constantly been kept since 1846, it is possible to examine structural and long-term changes.

Development of collection method and data processing
The collection method has only slightly changed during the past 150 years; each time interviewers, a 
number varying from 8 000 to 14 000 according to the years, were specifically recruited. On the other hand 
data processing benefited from technological progress: thanks to developments in information technology it 
was possible to proceed from manual processing to using punched cards in the 1960's and using optical 
reading in 1991.

Population and housing census in 1991

Method
On 1 March 1991 a classic population and housing census on the basis of the National Register was held. 
The procedure was as follows. Census forms, pre-printed, carrying the basic identification data from the 
National Register (such as name, first name, age, address), were sent by mail to all persons registered in 
population registers and foreigner registers kept by municipalities. Each municipality recruited a certain 
number of interviewers (one interviewer for approximately 275 households or 700 persons) who were charged 
to retrieve the forms at the houses of the civilians. The census forms were collected by the municipal 
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officials, then each municipal administration deposited them at or sent them to the regional center of 
Statistics Belgium the administration depended from. After receipt and control of the documents the regional 
centers started with the registration of the forms by optical reading. They also exchanged the necessary 
documents with regard to persons who were temporarily present but in fact were staying in a municipality 
which depended from another center.

Advantages and disadvantages
Such a traditional population and housing census has the great advantage that the data are collected of all 
inhabitants. Characteristics of minorities can be examined and results can be drawn up to the level of 
neighborhoods (or statistical sectors).
This procedure also has certain disadvantages which should not be disregarded, such as, among other 
things, the increasing non-response and the long waiting periods before the results are accessible. 
Furthermore, the low collection frequency implies a fast dating of certain information. Such a census also 
seems to be an apparent expensive operation because the costs have to be carried in a short period of time.

Results / tables / publications
The population and housing census of 1 March 1991 has provided much useful information.
A series of tables and publications on census data are available.
The use of data from the census of 1991 was integrated into the "Valorization program of the federal socio-
economical databanks", drawn up by the Prime Minister's Office for Scientific, Technical and Cultural Affairs 
(OSTC). A program was launched resulting in the development of eleven monographs and an atlas on the 
census.

Change of name in 2001

The days of classic censuses in Belgium are long gone. It no longer concerns a census of the population 
but an actual general socio-economic survey. Therefore we no longer speak of the "General Population and 
Housing Census 2001", but of the "General Socio-Economic Survey 2001", or simply "Survey 2001".

The original term "census", in Dutch, had the incorrect connotation that it only concerned a "counting" of the 
population. Since 1991, though, the population figure has been determined on the basis of demographic data 
from the National Register. The change of name wants to indicate specifically that it not relates to a pure 
counting of the population but to an actual general socio-economic survey.
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