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Recent UNESCAP Activities on Population and Housing Censuses 

1. Introduction 

1. This paper intends to briefly outline those recent UNESCAP activities in the field of 
population and housing censuses which would be of significance for and have the potential of 
constituting synergies with the SPECA work programme in statistics. 

2. UNESCAP, in view of the forthcoming 2005-2014 census round, initiated activities 
in the field of censuses by convening an Expert Group Meeting (EGM) in Bangkok, on 8-9 
December 2004. Regional experts discussed those issues judged to be of the highest priority 
with a view of contributing to the revision of the United Nations Principles and 
Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses. Moreover, the discussion also 
touched which census-related operations the countries of Asia and the Pacific would require 
to be supported by a Regional Census Programme. 

3. Following the EGM held in Bangkok, UNESCAP carried out a metainformation 
survey on past practices and future plans for population and housing censuses in the Asia -
Pacific region. Although regional diversities exist, survey results highlighted some 
problematic areas which deserve to be placed high on the agenda of international and regional 
organizations supporting countries in the execution of their censuses. 

4. Given the information gathered through the EGM and the census metainformation 
survey, UNESCAP decided that it would need to design a focussed programme of support to 
countries in Asia and the Pacific. While funding, and consequently the beginning and pace of 
project activities, is not yet certain, the overall project design is hereby presented with the 
objective of (a) obtaining your general feedback about the usefulness of project activities for 
SPECA countries’ census programmes, and (b) collecting precious inputs that would improve 
the design of the project before it is finalized, taking into consideration SPECA countries’ 
needs and priorities. 

2. Results of Expert Group Meeting (EGM) on Population and Housing Censuses in 
2004 

5. Census experts from the Asia and the Pacific region convened in Bangkok, on 
December 2004, and worked with a two-fold objective: the first was to provide a regional 
point of view into the global process which was to revise the United Nations Principles and 
Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses; the second was to guide UNESCAP 
about the most problematic areas countries had encountered while carrying out their past 
censuses so as to optimize UNESCAP intended work of support for the next census round in 
the Asia and the Pacific region. 

6. As far as the first objective is concerned, experts chose to review 

a. Geographical and Internal Migration Characteristics; 
b. Census products and Data Utilization; 
c. Demographic, social and disability characteristics; and 
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d. Relationship between population and housing censuses and other statistical 
activities. 

As an extensive and detailed report of that EGM was posted on the UNESCAP web site1, only 
the major and most significant discussion items will be summarized here. 

7. Geographical and Internal Migration Characteristics: experts judged a priority the 
need to better explain the great importance (and need to collect) census data on migrations, 
both domestic and international migrations were considered important. In that regard, it was 
found that non uniform definitions were used and countries listed floating populations , 
nomads and illegal migrants as hard-to-reach groups for which additional methodological 
support and further explanations were needed. Definitional issues concerning the “de jure” 
and “de facto” concepts were also raised, this particularly in conjunction with non-uniformly 
adopted “durations of stay” for defining the place of usual residence. 

8. Census products and Data Utilization: experts agreed that the analysis and 
dissemination of the census data should be part of the early phases of census planning. 
Moreover, it was recommended that users’ needs be identified early in the planning phase, 
and that a clear distinction should be made between the needs, and consequently the products, 
destined to the central government, the general public, academia, and the private sector, 
which all had different needs to be catered to. Experts suggested continuing to monitor users’ 
needs and to set up legislative and technical norms that would facilitate the use of 
anonymized census microdata. 

9. Demographic, social and disability characteristics: experts reviewed several issues 
within this domain, these included a more flexible treatment of the variable “sex”, the 
inclusion of conversion tables between calendar and animal years, which are commonly used 
in everyday life by respondents in several Asian countries, the expansion of the age category 
“85 years or more” into more refined subcategories so as to better count for increased 
numbers of centenaries. More flexible frameworks were also recommended for describing 
marriage dynamics, including consensual unions, and also for increased numbers of persons 
holding multiple citizenships. Issues and recommendations dealing with literacy, disability 
and the need to collect fertility and mortality data through censuses, as a complement to often 
inadequate vital registration systems, were also discussed. 

10. Relationship between population and housing censuses and other statistical 
activities: experts recommended the simultaneous conduct of population and housing 
censuses. Agricultural censuses as well as other economic or social survey-based data 
collection exercises would greatly benefit from being planned and linked to population and 
housing censuses if few proper questions on agricultural, or other economic and social 
activities, were asked in the census form. Experts urged to scrupulously follow  the 
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics in handling census data and operations. 

11. As key activities for the future regional census programme, the Expert Group 
recommended that specific work groups be convened to deal with the following four topics 
which were of common concern and to discuss in depth among national experts: 

a. Effective use of IT and GIS for census operations, 
b. Using the census for measuring new and emerging priority issues, 
c. Planning and financing the next censuses, and 
d. Analysis, dissemination and utilization of census data. 

 

                                                                 
1 The report is available at http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/census2004/census2004_report.pdf. 
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3. Results of an UNESCAP-conducted survey on past practices and next plans for 
censuses 

12. UNESCAP executed a metainformation survey on past practices and future plans for 
population and housing censuses in Asia and the Pacific during April-June 2005. It used and 
simplified the model questionnaire earlier prepared by UNECE. Results were tabulated in 
July 2005 and recorded on purpose-designed database which was shared with other statistical 
players. Main results of the survey, together with recommendations, considerations and 
discussions of Asian and Pacific census experts were presented last year in New York2 and in 
Bangkok. 

13. Since overall results and information obtained through of the metainformation survey 
range across many domains, this paper will highlight only on two main variables, (a) 
availability of census skills, and (b) reported problems, that are useful to demonstrate how 
survey results will help us to identify the most needed and urgent areas for country support. 

14. Availability census skills: Table 1 shows what “census skills” respondents declared 
respectively to have (“Yes”), not to have (“No”), and the number of no answers (“N/A”). 

Table 1. Availability of census skills 
Country Yes No N/A 
Census evaluation 9 15 5 
Development of software packages for census 10 15 4 
Online dissemination 12 12 5 
Processing management and control systems  13 12 4 
Post enumeration survey 13 11 5 
Use of GPS / GIS techniques 14 11 4 
Census engendering 14 11 4 
Sampling in the enumeration 14 11 4 
Census database management 14 11 4 
Cartographic (mapping) work 15 10 4 
Quality control 16 9 4 
Statistical analysis  16 8 5 
Census legislation drafting 18 7 4 
Dissemination strategies 18 6 5 
Technology management 19 6 4 
Development of enumeration techniques 19 6 4 
Census advocacy/publicity/information 20 5 4 
Data capture 20 5 4 
Data editing 21 4 4 
Tabulation plan 21 4 4 
Living quarters and households listings 22 3 4 
Census tests 22 3 4 
Supervision of enumeration 22 3 4 
Census planning 23 2 4 
Questionnaire design 23 2 4 
Coding 23 2 4 
Overall Census management 24 1 4 
Training of enumerators 24 1 4 

                                                                 
2 UNESCAP attended the United Nations Expert Group Meeting on the 2010 World Programme on 
Population and Housing Censuses, 22 - 26 August 2005, New York, and provided the EGM with a 
paper, available at 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/meetings/egm/CensusEGM05/docs/AC104_6.pdf. 
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Most of the largely unavailable skills are related to the use of various Information 
Technologies (IT), of which in-house software development, dissemination/cartographic and 
database-related skills lead the list. Thus, these IT-related themes need to be further 
elaborated and capacity building in these fields is further needed. 

15. Reported problems: Table 2, on the other hand, shows the most encountered 
problems, of which some textual explanations were also provided by selected respondents. 

Table 2. Encountered problems on 2000 census round 
Problem Yes No 
Funding 15 14 
New technology 14 15 
Cartography/maps 12 17 
Enumeration 12 17 
Data processing 12 17 
Recruitment 10 19 
Evaluation 7 22 
Checking 5 24 
Publicity 4 25 
Design 2 27 
Post enumeration 2 27 
Other 2 27 
Tests  1 28 

Encountered problems are consistent with stated availabilities of census skills: apart from 
funding, which is of course a precondition for large census operations, several of the most 
encountered problems relate to IT. 

16. As a consequence of the above findings the first, among the priority areas which 
deserved support in the views of regional census experts, will be selected IT issues for 
censuses, and certainly region-specific guidelines as well as good practices for in-house 
software development, online dissemination, cartographic and GPS/GIS issues, design and 
management of statistical databases for censuses will meet the precise needs of most of 
UNESCAP members and associate members. 

17. A thorough analysis of responses collected with the metainformation survey confirms 
the importance attached to the remaining areas for support (measuring new and emerging 
priority issues; planning and financing; and analysis, dissemination and utilization of census 
data), selected for further discussion/elaboration and for capacity building in the Asia -Pacific 
region, and also provides very useful and fine-tuned suggestions about which precise issues 
need to be reviewed by census experts within those broader areas. 

4. Tentative framework of the Asia-Pacific Regional Census Programme 

18. UNESCAP is in the final stages of preparing a multi-year (2007-2009), articulated 
project to execute the UNESCAP Regional Census Programme for supporting its members 
and associate members in carrying out at least a census during the current census round. It is 
expected that the project will be submitted to donors so as to secure funding and commence 
activities as soon as possible, hopefully not later than mid-2007. 

19. The Regional Census Programme intends to be country-driven, with a Working Party 
on Censuses, composed of representatives of selected countries of Asia and the Pacific, the 
secretariat, and the Statistical Institute for Asia and the Pacific (SIAP), UNESCAP’s training 
arm in statistics. Country selection will be done so as to achieve a balanced representation 
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between UNESCAP subregions, thus one or two SPECA countries will also have the chance 
to contribute to the work of the Working Party on Censuses. Representatives of selected 
agencies and organizations, including UNECE, will also be invited to contribute to the works 
of the Working Party. The Working Party will adopt its terms of reference and will review the 
revised United Nations Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing 
Censuses versus regional specificities in order to produce region-specific guidelines and 
facilitate the adoption of the Principles and Recommendations with a special focus on four 
priority areas stated in paragraph 11. 

20. Region-specific guidelines will be discussed with members and associate members at 
large together with past good practices at Technical Workshops on Censuses organized back-
to-back with Working Party meetings. The main working language of the Working Party on 
Censuses will be English, but we hope to complement it with Russian, if resources and 
funding will allow so. 

21. Within the framework of its Regional Census Programme, UNESCAP also intends to 
organize, in conjunction with SIAP, a fifth Technical Workshop on the use of modern tools 
for training of census enumerators and supervisors. 

22. A project newsletter and a project web site will be set up (a) to inform participating 
countries about the project’s implementation, (b) to provide a repository of methodological 
and country practices documents, and (c) to constitute a forum for exchanging views and 
expertise on a continuous basis. 

5. Forthcoming EGM on Population Census Related Issues in Bangkok 

23. As a preliminary step for fine-tuning in concrete terms the range of activities under 
the Regional Census Programme, UNESCAP will hold on 13-14 November 2006 in Bangkok, 
an Expert Group Meeting on Population and Housing Censuses Related Issues. The Regional 
Census Programme will be presented in detail and will request advice from Asian and Pacific 
countries as well as partner agencies. 

24. Your views on the above programme would constitute an important input for its 
refinement before it is finalized. Your answers to the following key questions will be certainly 
taken into account in finalizing project design and future census activities: 

a. Do you find the overall programme useful for the specificities of SPECA 
countries? 

b. Do you find the selected priority areas (including the use of modern tools for 
training of enumerators and supervisors) the most useful for your national 
census plans? 

c. Is there any additional priority area which you would wish to address in the 
UNESCAP Regiona l Census Programme? 

d. Would you be willing to participate as a member of Working Party on 
Censuses? 

 

----- 


