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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you today on behalf of Insee and the French Presidency of the 
European Union to this Insee-Eurostat seminar on future population censuses.  

This seminar is the last in a long line of themed seminars dealing with censuses in the "round 2000" 1 
organised over the past three years by Eurostat and the various national statistical offices of the Euro-
pean Union. As with any last seminar in a series, the purpose is, of course, to take stock of various 
developments being looked at and put into practice, but especially to prepare for the future.  

What strikes me, above all, is the increasing number and variety of studies in which we are currently 
involved in an effort to improve, renew, even revolutionise, the very concept of the census. All the 
stages of a census are involved - collection, data processing, dissemination - and are the subject of 
investigations, experiments or changes. Most national statistical offices are using the end of the cen-
tury as a good reason for modernising their census procedures. We can see the symbolic effect of the 
new millennium, taking advantage of the opportunities offered by new information technologies (the 
Internet, geographical information systems), the use of techniques which have shown their worth on a 
smaller scale (adjustments, statistical uses of administrative files), the willingness to adapt to the life-
styles of our fellow citizens. I think that there is a little of all these things, and that this impetus for 
change is further intensified when we exchange ideas and experiences. 

One of the fundamental issues of all these studies and our discussions is the comparability of the dis-
seminated data. Clearly we have to modernise, but we should do so without losing sight of the compa-
rability of results. To give a figure its full significance, we need to standardise it and compare it: to say, 
for example, that the level of activity in France is 68% only really becomes meaningful if we are able to 
state that the German level is similar, and that in the United Kingdom and the United States the level is 
between 7 and 10 points higher. Enterprises or businesses can now choose to set up anywhere in 
Europe, and not just within their own national boundaries: we need, for example, to compare work-
force profiles and potential markets between the Ile-de-France and Lombardy, and not between Ile-de-
France and Rhône-Alpes. All this is still true at local level. Can we today carry out a study of the Lille-
Roubaix-Tourcoing conurbation (the fourth largest in France, which extends into Belgium) without 
taking account of the situation over the border? And how can we take account of what is happening 
over the border if the data are not comparable?  

We must take care, however, that it is only the results, which need to be standardised. The techniques 
used have to be suited to the individual country, its history and institutions. Techniques used in North-
                                                 
1 We use the term "round 2000"  to include all the censuses in Europe (and even worldwide in the 
case of the UN) which either have taken place, or will do so, around the year 2000 (1999 to 2001).  



  Insee-Eurostat seminar on censuses after 2001 (Paris, november 2000) 6  

ern Europe (censuses based on population registers) cannot necessarily be applied to other countries, 
which use "traditional" censuses (a collection throughout the whole of the territory on a given date). 

However, from this starting point, and staying within the same framework, many improvements have 
been put in place; or probably will be by the next "round". As this is an introductory speech, I will only 
mention two: first, the work of our English colleagues on correcting non-responses which places the 
census in the almost standard framework of household surveys; and secondly, our Swiss colleagues' 
use of the Internet for replying, thereby opening the field of censuses to modern communication tech-
niques. I will not expand on this now, but will simply draw your attention to the various presentations of 
this seminar, in particular sessions 3, 4 and 5.  

Other countries have chosen to break the mould and revolutionise censuses. This is the subject of 
session 2 of this seminar. Countries have chosen a variety of different ways, ranging from the setting 
up of inter-census surveys in the United States to a housing register in Norway.  

Insee and the French government put forward another way, geared towards French society. In order to 
increase the clarity of data provided by the census, while keeping within a fixed budget, the solution 
chosen aims to standardise collection throughout the French territory and to produce census data 
annually, but also socio-demographic data on each area of land with the aid of some administrative 
files, without there being a need to create a population register. But I will say no more on that and 
invite you to attend Guy Desplanques' presentation during session 2.  

Population censuses are clearly an area of official statistics where, at present, the number of studies is 
increasing. This is highlighted by the extraordinary variety of subjects dealt with in the course of this 
seminar, and this simply makes it all the more useful. To make the seminar even more productive, 
there will also be time for extended discussion sessions that will be thrown open to the floor. By shar-
ing our experiences, we can together make progress along the difficult path ahead.  

I hope this seminar will be profitable and that it will give you a much clearer idea of recent develop-
ments in Europe. I sincerely hope also that, with Eurostat, we can organise a stock-taking session in 
2002 or 2003 to draw initial conclusions from our experiences and innovations of round 2000 and 
thereby lay the groundwork for round 2010. 

I wish you two excellent days of discussion. 

 

Thank you 


