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This document takes an initial look at the action which might be taken at Community level to prepare 
for the next census campaign, 2010-2011. It will certainly provoke comments and suggestions both at 
the seminar and within other groups and working parties, and will therefore need to be adjusted in the 
months to come. 

 

Why involve the Community? 

This is the first question that needs an answer. Censuses are essentially national initiatives and are 
primarily a response to national needs. The United Nations already provide some international coordi-
nation. So what can Eurostat contribute? 

Community requirements 

Censuses provide an opportunity  often the only opportunity  to collect detailed and highly local-
ised information on the European population and its housing. Many Commission departments and 
other European Union institutions are major customers of this information, which they use to prepare, 
manage and assess Community policies. Meeting their needs is Eurostat's primary task. It follows that 
Eurostat must be involved in the preparations for these operations, above all to ensure that the data 
collected are comparable. 

Harmonising concepts 

This comparability involves harmonising certain census parameters (such as the reference date). It 
also means making the concepts used more homogeneous. The bulk of the work in this context takes 
place at world level, under the guidance of the United Nations, but certain recommendations emerging 
from this work may later be "refined" in order to improve data comparability still further at Community 
and pan-European level. 

Support for the Member States 

Censuses are large-scale and very costly operations. Even today they are often still the nucleus of the 
national statistical systems. As well as collecting information directly, they enable the quality of other 
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surveys to be checked and sampling frames to be drawn up. It is therefore logical for Eurostat, as 
coordinator of the European Statistical System, to offer Member States help in preparing, conducting 
and analysing these operations. 

The help given to Member States may take several forms. First, it involves distributing information 
between countries at forums, conferences and seminars. It may also involve exchanges of experience 
at workshops of a more technical nature, or support, possibly financial, for pilot projects such as those 
conducted under research and development programmes. Lastly, for some Member States the exis-
tence of a Community legal basis may provide a strong incentive at national level to free the resources 
needed to organise a census. 

 

The Community action programme 

The programme planned is at three levels. 

 

Pan-European level 

Eurostat will need to become involved, perhaps more than in the past if resources permit, in preparing 
the next international recommendations on census organisation. Collaboration with the United Nations  
Economic Commission for Europe will need to be strengthened. A first joint Eurostat/UN-ECE meeting 
is already planned for the end of 2002. Its purpose will be to assess the current census operations 
(2000-2001) and to organise the preparation of the recommendations for the next wave. The bulk of 
the work on these recommendations will be done in 2004-2007. 

 

Community level 

Determining Community requirements 

The first task will be to determine the Community requirements for statistics derived from population 
and housing censuses. This will be done in consultation with the Commission departments in charge 
of Community policy. It is already clear that there is in general a growing need for highly localised in-
formation, particularly as a result of the expanding environmental component of most current policies. 
Other policies such as land use and urban planning are also emerging and generating a demand for 
information in this domain. 

Meeting Community requirements 

Meeting these needs will undoubtedly once again raise the question of a Community legal basis for 
censuses. A Directive was drawn up to cover the last (1991) census wave. This option had to be 
abandoned for the current wave, and the text was transformed into a gentlemen's agreement, adopted 
by the Statistical Programme Committee. This procedure will have to be assessed in order to ascer-
tain whether a new legal basis should be established for the 2010-2011 wave. A basis of this kind is 
useful for some Member States, since it helps them to obtain the necessary funding. 

The recommendations adopted at international level will probably also result in adjustments at Com-
munity level to make the results obtained more comparable. 

Lastly, we must decide on the forms in which the census results will be made available or accessible 
to Eurostat and disseminated at Community level. The current system, based largely on a Community 
tables programme, is somewhat inflexible and fails to accommodate the rapid development of new 
technologies. Other solutions can now be envisaged, and thought can be given to granting controlled 
access to microdata and to all possible ways of making our response to users more flexible. New 
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technologies should enable us to use far more sophisticated methods, such as networking national 
databases. 

 

National level 

As pointed out above, the main aim here is to assist Member States in preparing, conducting and ana-
lysing censuses. There are various possible types of action. 

Information dissemination 

Most Member States are currently reviewing and carrying out methodological work on all aspects of 
their censuses. It is important for the results of these reviews and this work to be made available to the 
whole of the statistical community in order to create synergies, stimulate initiatives and avoid unnec-
essary work. To this end we need a common "warehouse", perhaps in the form of an Internet site, to 
store all documentation useful at all organisational stages of a census. 

Sharing experience 

A site of this kind would undoubtedly improve the circulation of information, but it would be no substi-
tute for the more technical discussions needed on various aspects of censuses. To meet this need, 
Eurostat set up a series of thematic workshops in preparation for the 2001 wave, each involving a 
small number of participants (usually six to eight) to facilitate exchanges. These workshops appeared 
to work well, and it is proposed to repeat them in the years to come. A questionnaire was therefore 
sent to all seminar participants. An initial guide list of topics to be addressed was drawn up on the 
basis of the replies received and is attached as Annex 1. 

Support for pilot projects 

Over and above the workshops, a range of technical subjects (matching of administrative files, estima-
tion of missing data, new dissemination techniques, etc.) could become joint research projects involv-
ing several European countries. Such projects may receive Community support under research and 
development programmes. 
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Annex 1 : List of topics for preparatory workshops on the next census wave 
 

NB : this list is for guidance only and is not in order of priority; certain topics could probably be com-
bined into a single workshop. 

• The transition from a traditional to a register-based census (or a mixed system) 

Several countries will be faced with this problem over the next few years. Exploiting the experience 
gained by countries which have already made the transition may help to determine the success of the 
operation. 

• Combination of different information sources to obtain "census-type" data 

Censuses conducted wholly or partly on the basis of registers involve matching data files and estimat-
ing missing data  techniques requiring special expertise. 

• The use of new technologies for data collection and dissemination 

For data collection, electronic questionnaires and the Internet are the technologies that spring to mind. 
For data dissemination this workshop could, in addition to the Internet, consider controlled access to 
microdata or highly-localised aggregated data. 

• The integrator role of censuses in the national statistical systems 

Exhaustive censuses are still an essential component of many national statistical systems (alignment 
of various estimates, sampling frames etc.). They are often also a prerequisite for compiling population 
or housing registers. 

• The role of censuses in determining internal or external migratory flows 

• Censuses and geographical information systems (GISs) 

GISs may be used to prepare, disseminate and provide access to census information. 

• Census exhaustivity 

This topic covers the correction of underestimates or overestimates inherent in censuses. 

• Census contents 

This topic involves multiple considerations of the type of information to be collected as well as defini-
tions of the concepts and variables used. 

• Links between national and international databases 

Would it be feasible to set up a network of national and international databases to improve access to 
results? 

• Small area estimations 

The traditional census is often a basis for framing small area estimations . Abandoning exhaustive 
censuses means adopting techniques suitable for obtaining information on small population groups or 
small geographical areas. 

 


