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Scottish Census Legislation 

Census Act 1920  
The statutory authority for taking a Census in Scotland is the Census Act of 1920. This makes provision for the 
taking of a census from time to time (but no more frequently than every five years). When read with the Scotland 
Act 1998, the Census Act gives power to the Scottish Executive, if the Scottish Parliament agrees, to ask the 
Queen to make an Order in Council directing that a census be taken on a particular day. The duty for carrying 
out a census in Scotland rests with the Registrar General for Scotland.  

Census (Scotland) Order 2000 
The draft Census Order for Scotland (without any reference to a religion question) was passed by the Scottish 
Parliament on 16 February 2000, and was made by the Privy Council on 15 March 2000. The Order sets out:  

l the date on which the census is to be taken;  
l the persons by whom and with respect to whom the census returns are to be made; and  
l the particulars to be stated in the returns.  

Census (Amendment) (Scotland) Act 
In February Ministers of the Scottish Executive decided in response to strong representations from the Parliament 
to modify their initial position set out in the Census (Scotland) Order 2000 and to propose that a voluntary 
question on religion should be included in the 2001 Census. To fulfil this undertaking, a Bill was needed to amend 
primary legislation (the Census Act 1920) to enable voluntary questions on religion to be asked in future 
censuses. The Bill was introduced on the 29 February 2000 and completed its passage without amendment 
through the Scottish Parliament on 15 March 2000. The Bill received Royal Assent on the 10 April 2000.  

The Act has two main purposes. The first is to specify religion in the Schedule to the 1920 Act as a topic in 
respect of which particulars may be required. The second is to provide that no person shall be liable to a penalty 
[under subsection (1) of section 8 of the 1920 Act] for refusing or neglecting to state any particulars in respect of 
religion.  

Census (Scotland) Regulations 2000 
For each census, Regulations are also approved by Parliament, specifying the detailed arrangements for the 
conduct of the census in Scotland. They also include facsimile copies of the census forms to be completed by the 
public. The Regulations were introduced on the 5 April 2000 and came into effect on 31 May 2000.  

Census (Amendment) (Scotland) Order 2000 
The draft Census (Amendment) (Scotland) Order 2000 was laid before the Scottish Parliament on the 25 April 
2000. Its purpose is to amend the Census Order referred to above to specify that a question on religion will be 
included and also to revise the ethnicity question. It also provides for additional questions to be asked at 
communal establishments. The Order was approved by the Parliament and came into effect on 15 June 2000.  

Census (Amendment) (Scotland) Regulations 2000 
Following the making of the Census Amendment Order, the Census Amendment Regulations were laid to 
stipulate the revised Census forms, that is, the actual forms to be used in 2001 including the voluntary religion 
questions. These regulations came into force on 7 July 2000.  
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