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The purpose of a census is to determine the size of the population and to obtain data on the main 
features of the population and housing. INSEE intends to reform this operation. 

The purpose of this document is to present the main features of the new census: its aims, the ex-
pected results, the method, and the main changes compared with the previous exercise. It is based on 
the questions most frequently asked in the discussion launched at the beginning of 1999. First, the 
Ministry of the Interior was consulted, followed by the local elected representatives and national asso-
ciations, the Ministries concerned and all the users of statistics in the National Statistics Council [Con-
seil National de l’Information Statistique - CNIS]. 

 

Why a new census? 

To obtain fresher information 

Society is developing at an ever-increasing pace, while general population surveys are being con-
ducted at ever-longer intervals (7 to 9 years in the case of the most recent ones). 

The aim of the new population census is to regularly obtain recent, high-quality results, so that the rate 
at which statistics are produced will be geared to the rapid changes in society. 

Every year, the population of all the administrative areas will be updated and statistics will be available 
on the entire country and its regions, and the various quarters of the major cities. 

With the new census, INSEE will provide, at the end of each year:  

• A statistical description, as at 1 January of the current year (1/1/n), of France and its major regions; 

• A statistical description of all the subdivisions of the territory (local-authority areas [communes] and 
associations thereof, quarters of the major cities, country etc.) for 1/1/n-2. 

The new census will provide similar population and housing data as a general census, but they will be 
on average 3 or 4 years fresher. 
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This is in line with the requests of the economic and social decision-makers and operators, who are 
calling for more regular and up-to-date information. The CNIS also took account of this when drawing 
up its medium-term programme for 1999-2003. 

In order to provide data on all the territorial subdivisions, including the "sub-commune" level, INSEE 
will use the data collected over five consecutive years and provide, each year, data relating to the 
situation three years previously. 

Because technological progress now enables us to change the method 

Data-collection for the 1999 general census went off smoothly, but it emerged that people living in the 
big cities are increasingly difficult to reach. The existing method is reaching its limits. Furthermore, 
because of the way the general censuses are designed, they cause considerable peaks in the de-
mand for logistical, budgetary and human resources, and the general public thinks that this is a some-
what old-fashioned way of going about things. 

Now, thanks to the investments that have been made in cartography and the use of administrative 
files, we can optimise and modernise the system for collecting data and producing statistics, while 
respecting the freedom of the individual. 

In order to pace the work more efficiently 

The annual cost of the new census would be equivalent to 1/8 of the 1999 general census. This would 
mean that over a period of 8 years - the average time between censuses - exactly the same amount 
could be entered each year in the national budget. This would even out the budgetary burden on the 
State and make it more predictable. 

The project would provide richer information at a similar cost, and in this way make the service more 
efficient. 

In the case of communes  with a population of more than 10 000, the workload should be less than 
with a general census of the existing variety, while it should be identical for the bigger communes. 
However, the new census would be conducted every five years, compared with around eight in the 
case of the general census. 

If this reform is to be introduced smoothly and effectively, work should start as soon as possible after 
the 1999 general census. The system would come into operation in 2002, so that legal populations 
and annual statistics could be published as from the end of 2007. 

 

How will we go about it? 

The commune (municipality) will continue to be the basic territorial unit for collecting population data. 

In order to draw up population figures and statistics describing the social and demographic character-
istics of the population, INSEE will use information collected from the people living in the various 
communes and data from administrative files that INSEE is authorised to collect for statistical pur-
poses only. 

Collection method 

In the method used for the field work, communes will be divided into two categories on the basis of a 
population threshold, which will probably be 10 000. 

1. Communes with fewer than 10 000 inhabitants will be the subject of a traditional exhaustive enu-
meration, but will not all be dealt with at the same time. There will be a rotative system, with 
one-fifth of the communes  covered each year. 
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All communes with fewer than 10 000 inhabitants will be covered every five years, at the same time 
of year. 

2. In the case of communes with 10 000 inhabitants or more, a list of buildings and their locations 
[répertoire des immeubles localisés - RIL] will be drawn up and kept up-to-date. This list will include 
all the buildings in the commune, divided into five groups, each of which will be representative of 
the commune, even at a fine level of detail (the buildings in a given street will belong to different 
groups). 

Each year, one of the five groups will be studied: 

• First, the existence of each of the buildings will be checked and the number of housing units re-
corded; 

• Population data will then be collected in 40% of the units. 

Thus, over a period of five years, 100 % of the units and 40 % of the population will have been 
covered. This will give a good picture of the characteristics of the population. 

In each large commune, collection will be at the same time of year for a given group of buildings. 

Updating 

In order to provide statistics each year on all the usual areas, regardless of the size of the communes , 
we will use data from administrative files. 

This use for statistical purposes will enable us to update the figures collected for different years. 

These methods will be based essentially on the developments observed in certain data in the adminis-
trative files. After using them for several years, INSEE thinks that the data in the "tax on furnished 
accommodation" file [taxe d’habitation] are of very good quality. 

 

What will change? 

Little change for the members of the public concerned 

From the viewpoint of the members of the public covered by the census, practically nothing will 
change: irrespective of the size of the communes, they will continue to receive a visit by an enumera-
tor and to fill in the forms. As with the general censuses, the enumerators, as government staff, will be 
bound to professional secrecy. We are looking into ways of returning the forms other than handing 
them to the enumerator in a sealed envelope. 

The census will not, however, cover everyone at the same time. Particularly in the big communes, we 
must be able to answer the question "why am I included in the census and my neighbour is not?" This 
must be taken into account in the information campaign, which will be designed and tested in collabo-
ration with the associations of elected representatives. Attention will be drawn to the importance of the 
census for keeping the population mobilised. A special module will be developed showing the impor-
tance of replying even in the case of a sample survey. In addition, the training given to enumerators 
will be designed by INSEE and will include answers to this question. 

The population will also benefit indirectly from the results, which will be produced more frequently and 
more regularly, thereby permitting more efficient public administration. 
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The role of the communes in the census 

The reform will not in itself change what is expected of the communes, but it will encourage reflection 
on the way the big communes  should be organised and provide an opportunity for clarifying the role of 
central government and the local authorities. 

The exercise will be carried out under the responsibility and supervision of the State. INSEE will or-
ganise the collection framework (definitions, procedures), draw the samples, guarantee the quality of 
the information collected and exploit and disseminate the data. 

The local authorities [communes] will prepare and conduct the censuses. They will recruit enumerators 
on the basis of an activity profile provided by INSEE. In return, the State will pay them a lump sum 
calculated on the basis of simple criteria (collection methods, size of population and number of hous-
ing units). 

In order to take account of developments in cooperation between communes, a given commune may 
delegate the tasks of preparing and conducting the censuses to their associations. 

Compared with the general censuses, this project will clarify the financial, legal and operational rela-
tionships between central government and the local authorities. Where the census is concerned, 
INSEE will be responsible for the conditions of collection and the confidentiality of the statistics, while 
the communes will play a central role in logistics and hence the quality of the enumeration. 

The new census may therefore be a source of opportunities for the communes . The fact that more 
recent information will become available each year will enable any necessary changes to be made in 
good time. It will also be possible to make frequent comparisons between the social and demographic 
developments in a given commune and those in other communes or groups. Admittedly, the big com-
munes will initially have to reorganise, but it will be easier to prepare for the associated logistics - 
which will be less laborious than the logistics for a general census - and integrate them into day-to-day 
administration. 

Even though the communes will fall into two categories on the basis of a threshold, lNSEE will see to it 
that the results for all the communes can be compared and added. In this way it will be possible each 
year to compare one's own commune with multi-commune groups. 

New data for users every year 

Users of statistics will have recent results. In practical terms, with the new census, the 1998/1999 ne-
gotiations on the State-Region plan contracts would have been based on the 1998 data for the re-
gional level and 1996 data for the smaller subdivisions, instead of data for 1990. 

In the interests of transparency and for instructional purposes, INSEE will indicate any uncertainty 
surrounding the statistics so that users will know exactly how much credence to give to the trends they 
show. 

The main change for regulatory purposes will be that population figures will be available each year 
rather than after a wait of seven to nine years as with the general censuses. 

This will permit a smoothing of trends and more integrated behaviour with an eye to future budgetary 
and administrative measures. At present, the fact that the results of the general censuses are pub-
lished only every seven to nine years poses a problem for the application of certain texts because it 
leads to excessively abrupt leaps in the figures, which may need to be dealt with by means of special 
legal provisions. 
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It is clear from the conclusions of the Interministerial Working Party responsible for examining all the 
relevant documents and studying the possible repercussions that satisfactory solutions may be found 
for adapting the texts. It has emerged that the population can be referred to in legislative or regulatory 
texts in one of the following three ways: 

either 

- in relation to a threshold (or by the definition of subsets of the population): in the new census, 
exceeding the threshold may be dealt with in the same way as it is nowadays in the authentica-
tion of the general or supplementary census figures, but in some cases, rules would have to be 
drawn up with a view to avoiding the excessive workload that would result if a population kept 
rising above and then dropping below the threshold; 

or 

- In relation to the absolute population level: this approach is used particularly for all the indica-
tors calculated in terms of "francs/inhabitant". With annual population figures, these ratios will 
not generally exhibit any abrupt breaks in trend (in any case the numerator has changed every 
year), and even the sudden leap recorded every time there was a general census will become a 
thing of the past. These texts will not in general need to be adapted; 

or 

- in relation to the change in the population: this will obviously be much smaller on average from 
one year to the next than after a period of eight or nine years, and the abrupt shifts currently re-
corded every time there is a general census will be avoided. The law would probably need to be 
amended, however, so that communes in which the figure rose and then fell by the same 
amount in two consecutive years would not be treated in substantially different manner from one 
in which the population had remained stable over the same period. 

The texts could be adapted until the first Decree authenticating the populations of the communes  was 
issued, which leaves a reasonable amount of time. This work, which will need to be completed by the 
time the population figures are first published, may also provide an opportunity to standardise adminis-
trative practice. 

Details of the legal and regulatory implications are given in annex to the study on the impact of the Bill. 

 

Why do we need a law for a new kind of census? 

The Council of State has been consulted on the project. In its Opinion of 2 July 1998, it recommended 
that the Government submit a Bill to Parliament. Apart from the need for a legal basis for the census, it 
thought that a law was needed if the procedures for surveying the population were to be radically re-
vised, since more than 200 legislative or regulatory texts refer to it (examples include the electoral 
code and the general code governing regions and local authorities). 

The Bill essentially aims, therefore, at defining the principles and laying down the basic rules for 
organising the census. It is primarily a technical document for the modernisation of one the oldest 
statistical exercises. 
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What guarantees will there be? 

Equal treatment 

In addition to the Opinion of the Council of State to the effect that annual authentication would guaran-
tee equal treatment, an external technical committee has been entrusted with the task of examining 
the questions of precision in the measurement of the legal populations of local authority areas. This 
Committee, headed by Mr Caussinus, Chairman of the Société française de statistique, thinks that the 
method basically provides all the guarantees needed, and makes some general recommendations for 
statistical studies that could be conducted during the implementation phase. 

Confidentiality of personal data 

The census will be a statistical exercise and the data used will therefore be covered by the 1951 Act, 
as amended, on obligation, coordination and secrecy on statistical matters and the 1978 Act on com-
puterisation, files and freedoms. 

The quality of the exercise 

With the new census, various factors could have a positive effect on quality. These include the follow-
ing: 

1. The fact that the new census will be a more regular exercise, rather than a massive one-off opera-
tion, will make for greater reliability where quality is concerned. It will be possible for statisticians to 
concentrate their efforts each year, since only part of the territory will be covered: one in five com-
munes with fewer than 10 000 inhabitants and one in five buildings in communes with 10 000 in-
habitants or more. This increased regularity will also enable the statisticians gradually to familiarise 
themselves with the procedures and hence to optimise the quality of collection in due course; 

2. The method used in the big cities (exhaustive identification of housing, followed by a sample survey 
of the inhabitants) will guarantee high-quality statistics. In particular, this method makes it possible 
to avoid under-enumeration through omission. Being exhaustive, the traditional census would, at 
first sight, appear to give a perfect and incontrovertible answer the to question of the size of the 
population. In practice, however, exhaustiveness is less than total; we can never be sure of 100% 
coverage, as there are always people who slip through the net. This would not be too bad if the 
rate of non-coverage (estimated at around 1% in 1990) was the same everywhere and for all cate-
gories of the population. However, it tends to be higher in large cities and among young adults or 
single-person households. At present, this shortfall is slight, but there is no guarantee that it would 
not take on significant proportions if the existing approach were to be retained. A sample survey, 
on the other hand, based on an exhaustive list of housing units, makes it possible to check that all 
the requisite information has in fact been collected and that nothing important has been forgotten. It 
also enables statistics to be produced for the population as a whole and not just the subset con-
sulted. The fact that enumerators "know exactly what they are looking for" (they will know exactly 
how many housing units they have to cover and will have a list of them) provides a good guarantee 
of high-quality collection. 

3. In the case of the "sub-communal" subdivisions, the loss of precision resulting from a sample sur-
vey should be viewed in the light of the gain in freshness that the new census will provide. The im-
portance of this aspect becomes clear if we consider the fact that populations tend to change sub-
stantially between two censuses (each year, around 10% of people move - around 6.5% of them to 
a different commune), and it is precisely in these rapidly changing areas that we need up-to-date 
information. Users are all agreed that out-of-date figures cause considerable problems for deci-
sion-making. 
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The international dimension 

Like the general census, the new census conforms to the international rules on statistics.  

A comparative study of censuses reveals a wide range of experience, depending very much on the 
legal background and statistical history in the various countries. It also shows that the majority of coun-
tries intend to revise their procedure - for reasons similar to those of INSEE. There are three main 
approaches: 

1. Enumeration on the basis of population registers, supplemented by data from administrative files 
(Denmark, Finland) or sample surveys (Netherlands, Sweden) for the social and demographic de-
scription of population ; 

2. Traditional censuses for updating the population registers, the quality of which is thought to be 
inadequate. The idea is to use these registers as the basis for a future census (Switzerland, Aus-
tria, Belgium, Luxembourg)3 ; 

3. Exhaustive consultation of the population, by post (USA) or by means of questionnaires delivered 
and collected by enumerators (France, Italy, Greece, Spain, Portugal). Canada and, for the first 
time, the United Kingdom are using a composite approach: the questionnaire is delivered by an 
enumerator and returned by post. 

The international statistical community is following France's project with interest, as it proposes an 
alternative approach combining traditional collection with the use of administrative data. 

 

                                                 
3 These countries do not at present have the necessary legal instruments authorising updating of the 
population registers on the basis of census data. 


