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Delays in the release of India’s census data
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Abstract. The timeliness dimension of data quality has not received sufficient scholarly attention even though the publication of
official statistics of various countries are often delayed. This paper examines the growing delays in the release of census data in
India amidst the technocratisation of policy-making, public professions of faith in evidence based policy-making and growing
fascination with big data. We show that the growing delay in the release of census data of India is a fact, rather than a mere
allegation, and contextualise the problem by comparing seven decennial censuses conducted between 1951 and 2011. We suggest
that delays can be measured vis-à-vis usual, desirable, declared and feasible schedules of publication. Further, delays can be
understood from the perspectives of the unwillingness of the government statistical system to face public scrutiny, decline in the
quality of public goods, political interference and, in case of data on identity, communalisation of politics.
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One of the hallmarks of an independent statistical
agency is its predetermined release dates for im-
portant statistical data [7, p. 53].
Users who were not satisfied with timeliness were
less satisfied with the overall quality of statis-
tics [80, p. 12].
[For] politicians facing electoral pressures, releas-
ing data may be extremely inconvenient, undermin-
ing the credibility of campaign promises or even
providing ammunition to the opposition [81, p. 13].

1. Introduction

The quality of government data is particularly im-
portant for developing countries, where alternative
sources of data are either unavailable or unreliable.
In most developing countries, non-governmental ac-
tors have limited expertise to question government
data, let alone build alternative databases. Restric-
tions on freedom of expression and media, weak judi-
ciaries and lower rates of (statistical) literacy further
impede the scrutiny of official statistics. Even coun-
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tries such as India, which have relatively robust of-
ficial statistical systems1 as well as tremendous non-
governmental expertise in the field of statistics, are
struggling to maintain the quality of their official statis-
tics [9,56,71,75,76,95,96].

Survey data quality has several dimensions, in-
cluding, accuracy, credibility, comparability, usabil-
ity/interpretability, timeliness, relevance, accessibility,
completeness and coherence [17, p. 819]. Only a few of
these dimensions have been examined in the literature
on India’s official statistics. For instance, the quality of
Indian census data has been evaluated mostly in terms
of accuracy with focus on content errors (errors in the
sub-classification of headcount) and, to a lesser extent,
coverage errors (errors in the overall headcount).2

In this paper, we examine the quality of Indian
census data from the perspective of timeliness, i.e.,
whether ‘data deliveries adhere to schedules’ [17,

1As per the World Bank’s Statistical Capacity Indicator (SCI),
a composite score assessing the capacity of a country’s statistical
system, India scored 91.1 (out of 100) in 2017 compared to the mean
SCI of 75 for 140 developing countries [99].

2Discussions on content errors in India’s census data include
contributions on tribe [70, pp. 24–25], [35, p. 37], [67,94], lan-
guage [23,37] and religion [14,37]. Contributions on coverage er-
rors include Agrawal and Kumar [1,4] and Guilmoto and Rajan [62].
Also, see Barrier [12] and Bose et al. [22].
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Fig. 1. Time gap between enumeration and release of India’s census data (1951–2011). Notes: (i) Each vertical bar represents the time elapsed
between enumeration and the publication of the data. (ii) The gap is measured in years as we do not have information on the month of release of
all publications. (iii) GPT: General Population Tables, PES: Post-Enumeration Surveys. Source: Table 1.

p. 819], that has received insufficient scholarly and ad-
ministrative attention [5], [20, p. 3596], [21], [37, p.
244], [68]. The growing delays in the publication of
census data over the past few decades is our point of
departure (Fig. 1, Table 1).3 The language tables of the
2011 Census were, for instance, released in 2018, i.e.,
seven years after enumeration. The migration tables of
the 2011 Census were released after the commence-
ment of preparations for the 2021 Census.4

We evaluate the quality of the post-independence
Indian censuses along the timeliness dimension. We
show that the growing delays are a fact, rather than a
mere allegation and situate the problem in its proper
context. Section 2 discusses what counts as delay. In
Section 3, we discuss how to measure a delay vis-à-vis
usual, desirable and feasible schedules of publication.
We conclude in Section 4 with a discussion of delays
from the perspectives of the unwillingness of the sta-

3Other official data and reports have also been released after con-
siderable delays, partially released or not released. There have been
delays in the release of the results from livestock census [71, p. 277],
surveys on health and nutrition [29], administrative data on agricul-
ture [49,71] and survey data on caste [87] and employment [92]. Re-
ports on the condition of tribes [88] and a study on unaccounted in-
comes [16] were not released.

4Initially, only one migration table was released a few years af-
ter the 2011 Census. After that several other tables were released in
July 2019. Key tables such as D1 (Population classified by place of
birth and Sex – 2011) and D2 (Migrants classified by place of last
residence, sex and duration of residence in place of enumeration –
2011) were released only in September 2019.

tistical system to face public scrutiny, general decline
in the quality of public goods, growing political inter-
ference and, in case of data on identity, growing com-
munalisation of politics. While Indian censuses are the
primary focus of this paper, we also discuss examples
from other countries. The latter examples are neither
exhaustive nor systematic, but they help to highlight
the problem of delay across developing and, even, de-
veloped countries.

2. Delays

The problem of delayed publication of government
statistics in India goes back all the way to the 19th
Century, when the colonial government began publish-
ing its official data. In “Twenty Years’ Review of Cen-
sus Statistics” judge and social reformer M.G. Ranade
commented that “[t]he Decennial Census Report for
1891, for the Bombay Presidency, loses much of its in-
terest by reason of the great delay that has taken place
in its publication” ([74, pp. 209–230] originally pub-
lished in 1893). The problem persisted in the post-
colonial period. Commenting upon the delays in the re-
lease of 1961 Census publications, Visaria [97, p. 206]
pointed out that contrary to expectations there were de-
lays in the release of the publications of the next census
as well: “It was hoped that the 1971 census would elim-
inate the delays, partly because most of the tables were
to be prepared from a 10 percent sample of the rural
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Table 1
Timeline of the release of census data and elections

Census Date of release§ General The ruling
year Religion Language Caste PPT GPT PEC/PES election party§§
1951 1953 1954 1953 Mar–Apr 1951¶ 1953† 1953 Mar 1951 INC
1961 1963 1964 1963 27 Mar 1961 1964 1964†† Feb 1962 INC
1971 1972 1976$ 1975 12 Apr 1971 1975 1975†† Mar 1971 INC
1981 July 1984 1987/1990* 1984 18 Mar 1981 1985 1983 Jan 1980, Dec 1984, Sep/

Dec 1985
INC

1991 1995 1997 1993 25 Mar 1991 1994 1994 May–Jun 1991, Feb 1992,
Apr–Jun 1996

SJP (INC‡)

2001 September
2004

2007 2004 26 Mar 2001 2005 2008 Apr–May 2004 NDA

2011 2015 2018 2013 31 Mar 2011 Not yet
released

2014 Apr–May 2014 UPA

Notes: (1) §Months have been mentioned in case of the Provisional Population Totals (PPT). In case of other reports, months are mentioned only
if a report was released in an election year. (2) †We have not been able to identify the date of release of the All-India GPT, but GPTs for several
states were released in 1953. (3) $ A few state level tables were released earlier, but they were superseded by a later report issued in 1976. (4)
* Two different tables on language were released for the 1981 Census. Tables on the language mainly spoken in the household (canvassed in
Household Schedule) were published in 1987, whereas tables on the population by language/mother tongue (canvassed in Individual Slip) were
published three years later in 1990. (5) ¶Some states released the report in March. (6) ‡INC came to power immediately after enumeration. (6)
††These correspond to the publication year of the respective GPTs, which contained a note on PEC. The 1961 GPT also added that “A brochure
containing the details of the organization of the Post-Enumeration check and results will [also] be issued separately” [40, p. 44]. (7) §§Indicates
the ruling party at the union level during census. BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party; INC: Indian National Congress; SJP: Samajwadi Janata Party;
NDA: National Democratic Alliance led by the BJP; UPA: United Progressive Alliance led by the INC. Sources: Various census and election
reports, Bose [20, p. 3595], [21, pp. 14–15], Visaria [97, p. 206], Natarajan [100].

population and a 20 percent sample of the urban pop-
ulation, with the help of electronic computers, mainly
IBM-1401s.” The government itself admitted that the
release of the 1981 Census data was delayed due to the
“absence of in-house computer” [45, p. 4] and hoped
that the problem would be rectified in the 1991 Census.
After the 2001 Census, Bose [20, p. 3596] lamented
that “the entire data (on a 100 per cent basis) was trans-
ferred to the computers for tabulation and this has, in-
stead of speeding up tabulation has resulted in consid-
erable delay.” The National Statistical Commission too
noted the problem of delay [52,56,82].

Indeed, delays have grown rather than reduced over
time despite technological innovation and growing
field experience (Table 1).5 Several crucial tables from

5India’s population grew by about 120 per cent between 1971 and
2011, while the number of questions in the household schedule of
the Census increased from 17 to 29. This amounts to a 277 per cent
growth in the number of potential entries between 1971 [17 entries
per person] and 2011 [29 entries per person]. During this period dig-
ital storage, data transmission and computing capacities grew at a
much faster rate than the overall size of the Indian census database.
Computers have been used to process census data, at least, since the
1971 Census [95, p. 3823]. India was one of the first countries to
use image based Automatic Form Processing technology in the 2001
Census [10] and adopted the Intelligent Character Recognition tech-
nology in 2011 [26]. Elsewhere we have shown that until recently
errors in maps [2], censuses [1,4] and household sample surveys [3]
of the state of Nagaland in India grew despite improvements in data
processing technologies.

the 2011 Census, the latest decennial census conducted
in India, have been released belatedly in instalments
(migration and religion data) or released with consid-
erable delays (language data) even though data are in-
creasingly being released in the form of barebones Mi-
crosoft Excel tables.6

Two basic questions need to be answered for there to
be an informed discussion on delays: what counts as a
delay and how to measure a delay. The first question is
addressed below, while the second is examined in the
next section.

A nuanced discussion on delay will have to go be-
yond a binary treatment of the problem. Delay has to be
seen as a kind of continuum. Figure 2 maps the various
possibilities of delay. Belated release of census data is
commonplace in developing countries. The 2007 Cen-
sus of Nigeria [24], 2012 Census of Sri Lanka [8], 2013
Census of Bosnia and Herzegovina [73], 2014 Census
of Myanmar [89] and 2017 Census of Pakistan [90]
proved to be controversial due to delays in the publica-
tion of results. Occasionally, developed countries too
witness delays in the publication of results. The 2018
Census in New Zealand took place in March and the
results were expected in the same year. The Statistics

6The release of unannotated tables restricts the availability
of meta-data. Even elementary facts such as the dates of re-
lease/publication are not available for most tables of the 2011 Cen-
sus.
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Fig. 2. Understanding delays. Note: Delays in conducting census are shown along the horizontal axis, while the delays in releasing data are shown
on the vertical axis. Sources: Bosnia and Herzegovina [73], Canada [25], Ethiopia [24], India (see Table 1), PEPSU and Himachal Pradesh [37],
New Zealand [77,78], Pakistan [90], Sri Lanka [8,61], Turkmenistan [38].

New Zealand admitted that the release is unlikely any
time before April 2019 because of “the complex nature
of the task” [77]. In Canada, the release of 2006 Census
results was delayed because of budgetary constraints,
among other things [25].

In several cases, governments do not release results
to avoid embarrassing/inconvenient findings. Saudi
Arabia probably feared that “publishing an exact count
(showing their own population to be smaller than many
supposed) might encourage enemies to invade the
country or promote subversion [in the Shia-dominated
eastern region]” [6, p. 96]. Other countries such as
Turkmenistan [38], Bhutan [28] and even early post-
colonial United States [72, p. 6] have faced similar
dilemmas in the past.

Elsewhere census operations were suspended to
avoid ethnic conflict. Nigeria delayed censuses for a
long time fearing unrest and eventually conducted cen-
suses that nearly reproduced earlier federal population
shares [34]. Pakistan postponed the 1991 Census five
times between 1991 and 1998 fearing ethnic conflict in
case the existing demographic shares of ethnically de-
marcated provinces were altered and eventually man-
aged to produce figures that matched the expectations
based on earlier censuses [98, p. 687, p. 691].

So, on the one hand, we have timely census and
release of data in the ideal case. On the other, there
is delayed enumeration and release of data. In ex-
treme cases, data collection exercises are either indef-
initely suspended or results are indefinitely withheld.

Lebanon is the best exemplar of the former. Its govern-
ment has not conducted a census after 1932 “for fear
that taking one would reveal such changes in the re-
ligious composition of the population as to make the
marvelously intricate political arrangements designed
to balance sectarian interests unviable” [6,36,65]. A re-
cent census held in Turkmenistan exemplifies the lat-
ter. Turkmenistan’s government did not release the re-
sults of the 2012 Census that seems to have revealed
that the actual population was far lesser than official
claims and the ethnic composition too differed from
the government propaganda [38].

In 1951, the government of newly independent India
dropped presumably divisive questions related to iden-
tity that were part of the colonial censuses. It decided
to collect information on scheduled castes and tribes
that was just sufficient to fulfil constitutional obliga-
tions: “the only relevant question on caste or tribe in-
corporated in the Census Schedule was to enquire if the
person enumerated was a member of any ‘Scheduled
Caste’, or any ‘Scheduled Tribe’ or any other ‘Back-
ward class’. . . While the data on scheduled castes and
tribes were published, that on other backward castes
was not published. . . From 1961 onwards, the infor-
mation was collected only for each Scheduled Caste
and Scheduled Tribe” [48, p. 28]. In other words, data
on ‘Backward class’ were collected, but not released.
In the 1941 Census, in the run-up to India’s religious
partition, Punjab witnessed massive manipulation of
headcount [39, p. 5]. In 1951, the authorities managed
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to control coverage errors, but content errors arising
out of linguistic/religious conflict affected the head-
count. As a result, the language data of the 1951 Cen-
sus of India for Punjab, the Patiala and East Punjab
States Union (PEPSU) and Himachal Pradesh were
not published to avoid exacerbating linguistic/religious
conflict [37, p. 244]. These were perhaps the only in-
stances of deliberate non-publication/indefinite post-
ponement of the release of census data in India.

Censuses have always been conducted as per sched-
ule in independent India. There are a few exceptions
though. Firstly, the reference date of the census was
shifted once. Since 1941 the reference date for cen-
sus has been 1st March except for 1971, when it was
1st April. The reference period for enumeration was
changed in that year “to avoid clash with mid-term Par-
liamentary Election [in March]” [53, p. 5]. It can be
argued that enumeration was delayed by a month in
1971. This is the only instance of a nationwide “de-
lay.” However, there was no delay if we consider the
fact that the government declared the revised reference
date in advance and stated a justifiable administrative
reason for the rescheduling insofar as the same staff
has to be mobilised for conducting both enumeration
as part of decennial census and enrolment of voters in
electoral rolls. There have been a few instances of ex-
tension of the timeline of enumeration too. The revi-
sional round of the 1961 Census was extended by two
days, from March 1 to March 5 instead of March 3
on account of a festival that is celebrated across large
parts of the country [100, p. 142]. In the 1961 Cen-
sus, household enumeration had to be extended by a
few months in parts of Nagaland due to political un-
rest [42].

Secondly, in some cases census had to be delayed
in a few districts due to natural disasters [54]. In
1981, census was delayed in the non-snow bound ar-
eas of Jammu and Kashmir due to unfavorable weather.
In 2001, enumeration could not be conducted in the
whole of Kachchh district and a few taluks of Jamnagar
and Rajkot districts of Gujarat due to a massive earth-
quake and had to be postponed until February 2002.
Similarly, in 2001, enumeration had to be postponed
in the entire Kinnaur district of Himachal Pradesh due
to natural calamities. The natural disaster induced de-
lays are few and far between, though. Otherwise the
standard practice in India is to conduct census ahead
of schedule in snow-bound hilly areas of states such

as Jammu and Kashmir, but the schedule and the areas
covered are declared in advance.7

Thirdly, census was not conducted in 1981 in Assam
and in 1951 and 1991 in Jammu and Kashmir due to
political unrest. In, at least, one case (West Bengal in
1971) census was conducted ahead of schedule due to
political disturbance [43], while in another the time-
lines were relaxed under similar circumstances (Naga-
land in 1961) [42].8

Fourthly, the North Eastern Frontier Agency
(NEFA), which included the present Arunachal Pradesh
and Tuensang, Mon, Kiphire, Longleng and Noklak
districts (and small parts of Mokokchung and Zun-
heboto districts) of Nagaland, was barely covered until
1951 due to the remoteness of the region and the sparse
presence of the government. Also, until 1971, the Cen-
sus excluded the Jarawas and Sentinelese tribes of
Andaman and Nicobar Islands that were unapproach-
able [57].9

In most of the above cases there was either no un-
planned delay, or the delay was due to objectively ver-
ifiable factors such as natural calamities, inclement
weather and clash with elections. In other words, India
has not seen unplanned delays in enumeration driven
by non-verifiable factors. The remainder of the discus-
sion in this paper will, therefore, focus on the delays in
the publication of census data.10 Publication can be de-
layed because of one or more of the following: political
interference, delay in the processing of raw data and
delay in the printing of reports. The last seems to have
been a bottleneck earlier when “the slow progress of

7Pakistan postponed census on several occasions during the last
two decades due to natural calamities, among other things [98].
In Maldives, the 2005 quinquennial census was postponed to 2006
due to the December 2004 Tsunami [59]. The 2011 Census in
New Zealand had to be cancelled because of a major earthquake in
Christchurch in February and was conducted in 2013. This was the
first time since 1951 that the island country missed the quinquennial
national census [78].

8After the late 1970s/early 1980s, other countries in India’s neigh-
bourhood such as Afghanistan, Myanmar and Sri Lanka failed to
conduct countrywide censuses due to disturbed conditions. In war
torn Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 2013 Census was conducted more
than two decades after the last census [73].

9The Sentinelese have not been enumerated after 1971 either. The
figures published by the Census are estimates based on observation
from a distance.

10Elvers and Rosen [32, p. 7] suggest that timeliness can be as-
sessed from the perspectives of frequency (“repeated surveys are
usually produced according to a regular scheme”), production time
(“the lag between the reference time point (or end of the reference
period) and the time for publication of a statistic”) and punctuality
(“the agreement between promised and factual dissemination time”).
Our discussion is confined to the last two.
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printing” was attributed to “the large amount of work
involved and the need to assign it to already overbur-
dened government presses which handle other priority
jobs as well” [97, p. 209]. This bottleneck has been
largely eliminated by computerised typesetting and in-
ternet publishing.11 Moreover, the Census no longer
needs to print a large number of copies as it publishes
reports online as well and at times it releases only Mi-
crosoft Excel tables that are not supplied in the printed
form.

3. Identifying delays in publication

If the government misses a declared, desirable,
usual and/or feasible timetable of publication, we can
say that there is a delay. The Census of India pre-
commits to a timetable for conducting enumeration,
which is declared as many as two years in advance.
The timetable for publication is not explicitly declared
in advance though.12 In this section, we will, there-
fore, try to identify delay vis-a-vis desirable, usual and
feasible timetables of publication of data.13 Any as-
sessment of delays has to contend with the diversity
of data published by the census. The Indian census
data is organised across stages of enumeration (house-
listing, household and post-enumeration surveys) and
spatial (enumeration block, village/urban settlement,
district, state, region14 and country) as well as socio-
cultural (Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Oth-
ers; Religion; Language; Sex; Age groups) levels of
aggregation. The data are further organised into gen-
eral, economic, socio-cultural (caste, tribe, religion and
language), migration, fertility and housing tables. The
census also publishes several cross-tabulations, atlases
and thematic reports. In the following discussion, we
will focus on tables generated from household enumer-
ation and post-enumeration surveys, but we will not

11Incidentally, even in recent decades the delay in the release of
district census handbooks of a few states was attributed to the non-
allotment of government printing presses [46, p. 44].

12The Office of the Registrar General of India seems to have de-
clared a timetable of publications for early censuses of independent
India [for instance, 41]. Visaria [97, p. 206] refers to a provisional
target for the publication of main reports of the 1971 Census. We
have not come across declared timelines for publication for subse-
quent censuses.

13The time interval between the release of Provisional Population
Totals and the last publication can also be used as a measure of the
overall delay.

14This level is relevant only for a few publications such as the
Post-Enumeration Survey reports.

cover the publication of data for all the levels of aggre-
gation. Moreover, we will mostly restrict our discus-
sion to the first publications in each case.

Before we identify and compare the extent of delays
over the decades, three points are in order. Firstly, the
content and scope of the same report published after
different censuses could be different. This might ex-
plain the variations in the date of release due to dif-
ferences in the background work needed to prepare the
reports. However, we focus on the first round of pub-
lications that are mostly restricted to broad categorical
and geographical aggregates.

Secondly, there is a need to balance the speed
of publication and accuracy of reports [32, p. 7].
In the 1971 Census, “very great importance was at-
tached to the early publication of the provisional to-
tals. . . Unfortunately some of the Directors were over
anxious in transmitting the totals. Revised totals had to
be published later” [100, p. 376].

Thirdly, the Provisional Population Totals (PPT) –
the first publication of every census that provides
provisional figures on headcount, gender and educa-
tional attainment–have been released generally within
a month of the completion of enumeration and revi-
sional rounds (Table 1).15 After the 1971 Census, Vis-
aria [97, p. 206] contrasted the “commendable speed”
of the release of the PPT with overall publications pro-
gram that was “behind schedule.” Three decades later
Bose [20, p. 3595] too contrasted the early release of
PPT and the subsequent delays:

The provisional figures for the total population in
India and the states, were released with lightning
speed on March 26, 2001. Considering that the re-
visional round of the [2001] census enumeration
was over only on March 5 it was a remarkable
achievement indeed. But alas, not even the key ta-
bles have been brought out so far and it is unlikely
that the main tables will be published before the
end of this year [2004]. From jet speed we have
descended to auto-rickshaw speed.

PPT are not covered in Figs 3–5 that compare the de-
lays in the release of different reports as the former are
released within weeks after enumeration, whereas the
rest of the reports appear at least a year later. In the
remainder of this section, we will examine the delays

15As per the Census Rules 1990 (Art 5(g)), Charge Officers have
to provide provisional population totals for sub-districts under their
supervision within a week of completion of census.
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Fig. 3. Delay vis-à-vis desirable schedule. Note: Release after three years is treated as a delay vis-à-vis the desirable schedule (see text for further
details).

Fig. 4. Delay vis-à-vis usual schedule. Note: Usual schedule is defined as two years for caste and religion data and three for language. There was
no delay in 1951 and 1961 vis-à-vis the usual schedule.

in the release of General Population Tables (GPT),16

Post-Enumeration Survey (PES)17 report and data on

identity – religion, caste and language.

16GPT reports contain, inter alia, a ‘General Note’ note on census
operations, area estimates and information on the number of villages
and towns and inter-censal changes in borders of administrative di-
visions.

17PES reports present the results of surveys conducted after cen-
sus to quantify the omission and duplication in enumeration and re-
sponse errors.

3.1. Desirable schedule

The Census aspires, and is exhorted by others, to
make results available “as early as possible so that their
usefulness and the extent of their interest may not be
diminished” and also accepts the need to “fix the tar-
get dates for publication well in advance” [55]. The
National Statistical Commission, which submitted its
report a few months after the 2001 Census, recom-
mended that “the census organisation must give the
highest priority to speedy data entry and processing of
the Census 2001 to bring out all the final tables within a
period of three years. Similar timetable should be pre-
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Fig. 5. Delays vis-à-vis feasible schedule. Note: The feasible schedule for religion is linked to the release of caste and tribe data, while three years
is treated as the feasible schedule for language.

pared for all future decennial population censuses” [56,
Section 9.2.16, emphasis added].18 Most recently, the
proposed National Policy on Official Statistics called
for the production and publication of core statistics
“as per pre-announced calendar, free from Government
influence. . . along with critical analysis regarding the
quality of data and implication of the use of data in
policy making and administration” [58, Sections 5.1.7
(1), (7)].

The political leadership too believes that speedy re-
lease of data is desirable. In 2008, in the run-up to the
2011 Census, the then Union Minister of Home Affairs
called for cutting down “the gap between completion
of [2011] census and release of data from 4–5 years to
2–3 years” [82]. A decade later, while reviewing the
preparations for the 2021 Census, the Union Minister
“emphasised that improvements in design and techno-
logical interventions be made so as to ensure that the
Census data is finalized within 3 years after conduct-
ing of Census. At present it takes around 7 to 8 years
to release the complete data” [52].

We will treat three years as the desirable deadline
for publication following political and bureaucratic
sources. Figure 3 reports (rounded off) delays vis-à-
vis the desirable schedule in select census publica-
tions. Census publications for 2011 should have been

18The National Data Sharing and Accessibility Policy, 2012 re-
minds data collection agencies that “Access to data generated from
public funding should be easy, timely, user friendly and web-based
without any process of registration/authorization” (emphasis added).
The policy does not apply to census though.

released by March 2014, i.e., three years after enumer-
ation that was completed on 5 March 2011. A few key
tables on religion were released in August 2015, i.e.,
there was a delay of at least 17 months. The language
data were released in 2018 with more than four years
of delay vis-à-vis the desirable deadline. Both in case
of religion and language, the delay increased vis-à-vis
the last census. The caste data were, however, released
about two years after enumeration in 2013. So, there
was no delay vis-à-vis the desirable schedule. More
generally, while caste data have been released without
much delay, the delays have grown over the years in
case of religion and language.

GPT reports were initially released within three
years of enumeration. Since 1971 the reports have been
released at least four years after enumeration except
in 1991 when the reports were released within three
years. The complete GPT report for the 2011 Census
has not yet been published even eight years after enu-
meration, but select tables of the report have been re-
leased on the census website in the form of Microsoft
Excel files.

The 2011 PES report was released on time. PES re-
ports have generally been released within three years
except in 2001, when there was a delay of seven
years. Commenting on the delay Bose [21, pp. 14–15]
pointed out that:

while the preliminary headcount figures of the
2001 Census were made available to the public
within a few weeks of the census enumeration (and
the final population figures within a few months),
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the report on the PES was ready in June 2006 but
was not released till mid-April 2008.

He added that the delay is explained by political con-
siderations:

the deliberations of the Delimitation Commission’s
work adjusting seats for Parliament and state as-
semblies, it was thought prudent not to release the
PES figures to avoid needless political controver-
sies. So the delay was in spite of the hard work
put in by the census commissioner and his col-
leagues [21, p. 16].

3.2. Usual schedule

The government needs census tables on Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (SC&ST) to fulfil certain
constitutionally mandated responsibilities toward the
weaker sections of the society. Since 1951 these tables
have been released within two (three) years of enumer-
ation in four (six) out of seven censuses. Thus, two
years can be considered as the usual schedule of release
of the SC&ST tables. These tables have been released
without (much) delay after most censuses (Fig. 4).

The religion data were released within a year or two
of enumeration until the 1970s. If we consider two
years as the usual schedule of release for religion data,
the data were released with a delay of at least one (1981
and 2001) or two (1991 and 2011) years in later years
(Fig. 4). Only one table from the 2011 Census was re-
leased in 2015, with the rest being released in instal-
ments over the next two years.

The 1951 and 1961 language data were released
within three years of enumeration, but the delay in
the release has been growing since 1971, when Bangl-
adesh seceded from Pakistan on linguistic grounds,
among others. The 1971 language data ought to have
been released by 1974 as per the precedent, but were
released after a delay of two years in 1976 even though
the Census had already published a few reports on lan-
guage by 1972. As pointed out below, the delay was
necessitated by a drastic reorganisation of the language
data in the aftermath of the formation of Bangladesh.

There has been a change this time in the grouping
of languages/mother-tongues. Table C-V (A & B)
gives figures for languages/mother-tongues each of
which has returned 10,000 or more speakers at the
all-India level in 1971. The figures now presented
supersede all previous figures published earlier on
a provisional basis in the Pocket Book of popula-
tion statistics [published in 1972] and Census cen-

tenary monograph no. 10 [published in 1972] or
in the District census handbooks of Gujarat State
(part X-C). [44, p. i, pp. 6–7, emphasis added]

The language tables of the next three censuses were
released six years after enumeration, which amounts
to a delay of three years vis-à-vis the usual schedule.
The 2011 language data were released seven years after
enumeration, i.e., a delay of four years (Fig. 4).

3.3. Feasible schedule

The gap between enumeration and release of reli-
gion data was about two years in case of the 1951 and
1961 Census, which reduced to one year in the 1971
Census. However, this improvement could not be sus-
tained and we have seen varying delays since then. It
is difficult to judge feasibility of the speedy publica-
tion from the outside as it depends on organisational
capacities about which information is not available in
public.19 We can, however, infer the feasible timetable
in case of religion tables because of the inter-linkage
between caste and religion of individuals. This inter-
linkage allows the identification of the date by which
the data had already been processed and, therefore, the
estimation of the extent of delay [68].

The explanatory note to the eighth question of the
Household Schedule of the 2011 Census links the iden-
tification of the Scheduled Castes to their religious af-
filiation that is canvassed in the preceding question.
This means that the caste and religion data have to
be sorted simultaneously [48, p. 73] [68]. Not coinci-
dentally, until 1981, the data on Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes and the data on religion were mostly
released in the same year or within a year of each other.

The data on caste and tribe from the 2011 Census
were available on 30 April 2013, when the Primary
Census Abstract (PCA) was released. It was hoped that
other tables would be released sooner than expected
because the PCA was released “a year ahead of [the
publication] schedule” [51]. There is another reason
why it was hoped that the 2011 Census will see faster

19Workload of the statistical agencies has been pointed out to be
an important reason for delays. In the case of NSSO, bottlenecks
in data processing have been cited as one of reasons for the delay
in the release of survey reports [93]. Bhalla [15] draws attention to
problems related to workforce, while Vidwans [96, p. 3945] high-
lights the “massive tabulation plans arising out [of] users’ anxiety to
include in them as many tables as possible” (also see [76, p. 304,
p. 306]). The census possibly faces similar problems [56, Section
9.2.8].
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processing of data. The delay after the 2001 Census
was attributed to a rare conjunction of “new” tasks re-
lated to the delimitation of electoral constituencies af-
ter a gap of 25 years and a major revision of the lists
of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes and the Na-
tional Industrial Classification [11, p. 3596] [20]. So,
the 2011 Census, which was a normal census year,
should have seen a reduction in delays.

However, just as happened after the 2001 Cen-
sus [33, p. 4304], the union government did not release
the 2011 religion data and left the matter to its succes-
sor’s discretion.20 Observers, both within and outside
India, alleged that the 2011 Census data on religion
were not released due to electoral considerations [84].
The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the main opposition
party, claimed that the release of 2011 Census data for
religion was being delayed to save the ruling party em-
barrassment arising out of the poor condition of Mus-
lims [83] and promised to overhaul of the statistical
system by making real time data and big data part of
policy-making [18].21

The PCA containing data on Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes had been released in April 2013,
while the religion data were released with a delay of
27 months in August 2015 (Fig. 5). One could still ar-
gue that the religion data were not fully processed by
April 2013. However, that is unlikely as there has been
no innovation in religion tables of the 2011 Census. In
fact, only Microsoft Excel tables on six major religions
were released on 3 August 2015. So, the delay cannot
even be justified by arguing that additional time was
needed to prepare a detailed report on religion or pro-
cess the data for non-major religions.

In fact, some of the religion tables seem to have
been leaked/released in January 2015 and were car-
ried by a few national dailies [see, for instance [86]].
The data released in August 2015 matched the data
leaked in January. In fact, the Registrar General and
Census Commissioner of India admitted that his de-
partment had “been ready [with the 2011 data] for quite

20Commenting on the Africa’s statistical tragedy Devarajan [31,
p. S14] points out that “If the estimate takes place during an elec-
tion year, there is a strong tendency to keep the results under wraps.
Worse still, there is a tendency to drag one’s feet in completing the
survey” (also see [3, p. 13] [32, p. 7]).

21It was suggested that the census was going to reveal a higher
population share of Muslims and that would have allowed the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which was in the opposition at that
time, to whip up Hindu nationalist sentiments. For the stand of the
party on religious demography see [19]. For the colonial origins and
post-colonial catalysts of communalisation of the census in India see
Bhagat [14] and Datta [30] (also see [13, pp. 9–11], [6, pp. 88–91]).

some time but there were a series of elections so we
were not releasing it for some time” [79].22 The Reg-
istrar General suggested that this was an administra-
tive rather than a political decision. Eventually, the data
were eventually released ahead of crucial state assem-
bly elections in Bihar, Assam and West Bengal, all
of which have significant Muslim populations, and it
was alleged that the timing of the release was politi-
cally motivated.23 Indeed, “Once there is a delay in re-
leasing data it is impossible to find a politically non-
controversial opportunity for release” [68].

Further, it can be argued that it should be feasible
to release data on language quickly. Before 1971 the
Census used to publish detailed data on all languages
reported by respondents. Thereafter it has been pub-
lishing data on only languages spoken by more than
10,000 persons, clubbing the rest as ‘others.’ The lan-
guage data from the 1951 and 1961 Census were re-
leased within three years of enumeration. So, we can
say that three years is a conservative estimate of the
feasible schedule. The delays should have reduced with
the reduction in the volume of language data being re-
leased and introduction of computers for data process-
ing technologies in 1971. Delays have, however, grown
since 1971 (Fig. 5).

4. Concluding remarks

Delays between enumeration and publication of re-
sults limit the utility of census data for administra-
tion, policy-making and research [20]. If the delay is
long, the data might become obsolete for certain pur-
poses and even suspect in the eyes of users [80, p. 12].
Such obsolescence may affect government and busi-
ness decision-making. For instance, census data are
used by governments for urban planning and deciding
federal redistribution, while businesses use the data for
information on consumer characteristics and for de-
mand forecasting. India has seen growing delays in
the release of major databases amidst technocratisa-
tion of policy-making, public professions of faith in ev-
idence based policy-making and fascination with big
data. While governments promise more data, they fail

22Even after the 2001 Census, the then Registrar General said that
“due to preponement of the general elections we could not publish
several data set which were ready” [11, p. 3862].

23Kumar [68] questions the empirical basis of the claim that the
release was deliberately timed to influence the Bihar assembly elec-
tions.
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to release data collected at a considerable expense. So,
there is a mismatch between the practice and policy
commitments of the government, including the politi-
cal class and bureaucracy.

The Census of India takes pride in its pioneering use
of latest technologies in data processing, analysis and
dissemination, but delays have, in fact, grown after the
introduction of advanced technologies. Political apathy
and/or interference and, possibly, the time required to
learn to handle new technologies24 seem to have more
than neutralised the potential reduction in delays due to
technological improvements. Delays in the publication
of the 2001 PES report, 2001 and 2011 religion data
and post-1971 language data are cases in point.

The delays can be understood in different ways.
Firstly, delays might reflect an unwillingness of the
statistical system to face public scrutiny. The qual-
ity of statistics is affected in the absence of cross-
examination [69, p. 43]. The absence of scrutiny
pushes the system into a vicious cycle leading to fur-
ther deterioration of the quality of statistics.

Secondly, insofar as government statistics can be
treated as ‘public goods,’25 the growing delays could
be treated as an indicator of the general decline in
the provision of public goods in the country. The poor
quality of government statistics affects both policy-
making and public debate in addition to affecting the
quality of data that use government statistics as inputs,
e.g., the census serves as the sampling frame for sam-
ple surveys.

Thirdly, the increase in delays in the release of gov-
ernment statistics can also be treated as an indicator of
the growing political interference with government’s
statistical machinery.26 Recall that the criteria for clas-

24Visaria [97, p. 206, 209] attributes the delay in the release
of 1971 reports to “the absence of any previous experience of a
large-scale use of electronic data processing in tabulation.” Also, see
Bose [20, pp. 3595–3596] for a related observation on the 2001 Cen-
sus.

25Heine and Oltmanns [63, p. 207] argue that ‘data from the sta-
tistical infrastructure can be ascribed the characteristics of public
goods, because statistical data can be consumed on a non-competing
basis? The marginal costs of production are zero and therefore the
price-mechanism does not work.’

26Taylor [81, p. 13] suggests another way of understanding de-
lays. He argues that “Policymakers and politicians. . . may fear that
the data present too simplistic a perspective, in a world marked by
complex contingent causation. They may be worried by sectoral
pressures that are mobilized by data demonstrating the particularistic
effects of policies in one segment or another of the economy. They
may be reluctant to divulge data in a timely fashion, fearing that it
may hamper public support for policies that will work, if only “given
enough time”. They may fear public backlash against policymakers,

sifying languages were abruptly revised after the cre-
ation of Bangladesh on linguistic grounds and a fresh
report was issued that superseded the reports for the
1971 Census based on the earlier criteria. This led to
the delayed publication of the 1971 language tables.
Engineer [33, p. 4304] argued that the religion wise
population figures from the 2001 Census were delayed
‘by the BJP [Bharatiya Janata Party]-led government
on account of the Lok Sabha [parliament] elections.’27

A similar case can be made with regard to the non-
release of the 2011 Census data on religion first by
the Congress government before the 2014 elections
and later by the BJP [68]. Srinivasan [76, p. 304] ar-
gues that “publication delays, unless politically or oth-
erwise motivated, do not raise questions of credibility”
of data. However, the political aspect cannot be over-
looked as the 2001 and 2011 Census data on religion
were released only after crucial elections even though
in both instances the statistical bureaucracy suggested
that the data were ready for release [11,21,79].28

Census is not alone in attracting political interfer-
ence though. The release of UNICEF-aided Rapid Sur-
vey on Children was allegedly suppressed for some
states as it showed child immunisation in certain po-
litically and economically important states lagged be-
hind some of the poorer states [85]. In the run-up to
the 2014 parliamentary elections, it was argued that
the quinquennial round of the 2009–10 survey con-
ducted by the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO)
was repeated in 2011–12 due to political interfer-

such as demands for more effective policies or more aggressive lead-
ership”.

27Writing in response to Bose [20], who highlighted the delays
in the publication of results of the 2001 Census and suggested ad-
ministrative reforms, the then Registrar General and Census Com-
missioner admitted that the release of some of the reports was in-
terrupted due to earlier than expected elections, but he also situated
the delay in the larger context. He added that “without any addi-
tional increase in the staff” his “organization had to put in tremen-
dous amount of effort in reorganizing the data for the delimitation of
the parliamentary and assembly constituencies [after a gap of three
decades], first based on the 1991 Census and then following the con-
stitutional amendment. . . with respect to the 2001 Census” [11, p.
3862]. The latter task was complicated by changes in “administrative
boundaries. . . after March 1, 2001 [the reference date for the 2001
Census].” Likewise, a lot for time was spent in the first major reor-
ganisation of caste and tribe categories in two and a half decades,
once again after the March 1. Moreover, his organisation had to work
on “the National Population Register, allocation of Unique Identity
Number and Issuance of Multi-purpose National Identity Card.”

28Gill [37] has drawn attention to the possible connivance of the
government in the manipulation of religion statistics for the state of
Punjab.
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ence [27].29 When National Family Health Survey
(NFHS) was allegedly “called off”, the Congress-led
UPA government was accused of cancelling data col-
lection to “suppress. . . unflattering findings,” with re-
gard to health and nutrition [91].30 The next round fi-
nally took place in 2015–16.

Fourthly, the release of census data can be seen as a
part of a continuum with prompt release and no release
being the two ends of the continuum. Several conflict
ridden countries have seen significant and sustained
delays, reductions in the scope of census, etc. Unless
India’s official statistical system is insulated from gov-
ernment and political interference it might slip toward
the wrong end of the continuum. Focusing specifically
on religion and language data from census, the grow-
ing delays can be read as symptoms of the deepening
communal crisis. The delays in the release of religion
data have been growing since 1981, which not coinci-
dentally was also the period of the growing communal-
isation of Indian politics.
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