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Survey 2001 - Study

Report of the High Council for Statistics - summary

As the advisory institute that supervises the activities of Statistics Belgium, the High Council for Statistics 
set up the work group "Census 2001" in April 1996. Its mission was to find one or more methods that were 
as satisfying as the classical population and housing censuses and in the mean time had a number of 
additional advantages such as lower cost and a more frequent update of data. The results of this study are 
mentioned in the annexed Report of the High Council for Statistics on the Census 2001 and are briefly 
summarized in this text.

At the previous exhaustive population and housing censuses in 1991 the questionnaires were disseminated 
by the Postal services and collected from the households by enumerators, designated by the municipalities. 
The large advantage of such a "classical" census is the collection of data from all inhabitants. 
Characteristics of minorities can be studied and results can be obtained on the level of statistical sectors (or 
neighborhoods). The disadvantages of this procedure are not to be disregarded, though; for instance an 
increasing non-response, the long waiting periods for data to become available and the low collection 
frequency resulting in a fast ageing of certain information.

Various alternatives for classical censuses were examined from a practical and methodological point of view. 
A survey linked to the renewal of identity cards was considered. This would provide a number of 
advantages : a low non-response (thanks to the official character of the operation), a better training and 
motivation of the officials charged with the dissemination and the collection of the forms, a spreading of the 
cost over different budget years (without an increase of the total cost), etc. A test survey that was carried 
out in 1998 has shown the practical feasibility of this option. The methodological study tough has shown 
that for 2001 it would yield no reliable results: on the one hand, at the moment the procedure of granting 
identity cards strongly depends on the original way of dissemination according to the age of civilians, and on 
the other hand, an alternative method would have to be found for foreigners because the Royal Decree on 
new identity cards for people with a foreign nationality has not yet been approved.

As a sample survey on the basis of the renewal of identity cards would not be representative for 2001, a 
survey starting from a random sampling was suggested. This way of interviewing has the advantage that 
there is less need for material and human means. If the procedure would be carried out on a continuous 
basis, regularly updated tables could be produced, the cost could be spread over different budget years and 
the people charged with the collection of the forms could gain more experience. The size of the sampling 
survey necessary to obtain good results from a methodological point of view was examined. A sampling 
survey proportion of 20 to 25%, taking into account the non-response, is necessary to obtain reliable results 
on the level of the municipalities. On the level of statistical sectors (or neighborhoods) no reliable results can 
be obtained; many questions for information on a national level concern this geographical level though.

An alternative for the traditional collection of forms by interviewers was tested via a test survey in the spring 
of 1999. This option, involving postal offices and postmen more closely in the collection of forms, can be 
used for an exhaustive census but also for a survey. The purpose of the test survey was to examine this 
method on the territory and to examine the response rate. The results of this test are promising. They were 
not yet available at the conclusion of the Report of the High Council for Statistics; therefore we refer to the 
Report of Statistics Belgium on the test survey carried out in collaboration with the Postal services.

The integration of existing databases also plays an important role in the renewal of the census. The 
useful administrative databases should be exploited maximally with the intention to be continuously used in 
the future. The principal advantages are low cost, absence of additional burden for the population, removal of 
collection work on the territory as well as permanent availability of data so that annually updated tables can 
be produced. An examination of the use of administrative databases has shown that several demographic 
and socio-economic data can be drawn from the Central Population Register, the register on the income of 
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natural persons, the files for which the Crossroads Bank for Social Security owns a reference index and the 
files on the education followed kept by the ministries of the Communities, colleges and universities. The two 
first registers are already used at Statistics Belgium to produce annual statistics. Access to the other 
databases is not guarantied at this at present.

Either way, a number of important data cannot be obtained via existing databases. It concerns information 
on mobility (kind of means of transportation, duration and distance of the route), housing (equipment, 
ageing, etc.), the exact job, the occupation and the level of training. A supplementary census is thus 
necessary to receive information on these items. As collecting information from different sources can lead to 
a number of problems, it would be safer not yet to delete the questions on socio-economic characteristics 
from the questionnaire.

Finally, with regard to the future and in addition to developments concerning the census in other European 
countries, the High Council for Statistics recommends the organization of a classical census in 2001. The 
census can be used as base material to set up an own database . Thanks to the collected data 
Statistics Belgium could create its own database for values which cannot be obtained from existing and 
accessible registers. We think for instance of the level of training of people who have recently graduated. 
This database, created thanks to the census, could be regularly updated on the basis of databases from the 
Communities, colleges and universities. Characteristics of housing are also relatively stable values. They 
could also be held in a database of Statistics Belgium with a continuous survey as its base.

The use of an exhaustive census as base material for an own database in 2001 has two principal 
advantages: firstly, it would be possible to regularly publish updated results on the level of the statistical 
sectors (or neighborhoods), and secondly, it would no longer be necessary to organize new censuses in the 
future. In fact, only a purposive survey on two or three specific themes would be necessary. In the short term 
this procedure would mean an additional investment but in the long term it would enable large savings.

 

 
Last modified on: 08/01/2002 © 1998/2002 NIS, Ministry of Economic Affairs

http://statbel.fgov.be/census/study_en.htm 

 


