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This briefing is one in a series of implementation appraisals produced by the European Parliamentary 
Research Service (EPRS) on the operation of existing EU legislation in practice. Each briefing focuses on a 
specific EU law that is likely to be amended or reviewed, as envisaged in the European Commission's 
annual work programme. Implementation appraisals aim at providing a succinct overview of publicly 
available material on the implementation, application and effectiveness to date of specific EU law, 
drawing on input from EU institutions and bodies, as well as external organisations. They are provided 
by the Ex-Post Evaluation Unit of the EPRS to assist parliamentary committees in their consideration of 
new European Commission proposals, once tabled. 

SUMMARY 
Census data and demographic statistics are of great relevance for policy-making at the European, 
national, regional and local levels. At a time where the European Union (EU) is undergoing major 
demographic changes, driven by an ageing population, low fertility rates and increased migration 
flows, demand for accurate and timely population statistics rises. In parallel, owing to progress in 
digitalisation, statistical data collection methods are shifting from traditional population censuses 
and surveys towards the use of administrative data. Such register-based data collection methods 
bear great potential in terms of improved data frequency, granularity and burden reduction.  

The modernisation of European population statistics is one of the action points included in the 
European statistical programme 2021-2027, and part of a wider programme to modernise social 
statistics. Under the current regulatory framework, Eurostat collects population data under a 
number of separate legal acts, covering demographic, census and migration data. One of them, 
Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013 on European demographic statistics, is set to expire in 2028.  

According to the 2022 Commission work programme, the Commission will present a legislative 
proposal on population statistics in the second quarter of 2022. The new proposal should integrate, 
in a single legal act, annual demographic and migration statistics and decennial census data, as well 
as regional and geo-referenced1 population data. It should provide for timelier, more coherent and 
more specific population statistics that reflect migration more adequately and facilitate the use of 
administrative data sources. 

Background 
Context 
Increased migration flows, low fertility rates and growing life expectancy are the main drivers of 
demographic change across Europe. Demographic change has impacts on a number of policy fields, 
posing challenges, inter alia, to the labour market, healthcare systems, public spending and regional 
policies. As 'an important denominator for a wide range of policy indicators',2 population statistics 
(and population projections derived thereof) inform policy-making in all these fields. It is thus 
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important that the data are up-to-date and sufficiently disaggregated. Regulation (EU) 2019/1700 
establishing a modern common statistical framework relating to persons and households 
postulated that 'statistical data and indicators are the backbone of responsible evidence-based 
policies'.3 In this vein, the proposal for that same regulation already argued that the 'EU needs 
reliable and timely social statistics'. 

The adoption of Regulation 
2019/1700 is deemed a 
milestone in the 
modernisation of EU social 
statistics. However, while 
population statistics form part 
of social statistics, they are 
explicitly exempted from the 
scope of Regulation 
2019/1700, as population 
statistics 'should be governed 
separately by specific 
frameworks adapted to their 
characteristics'.4 

The Commission is currently preparing the revision of the EU framework on population statistics. 
This initiative is part of the 2022 Commission work programme (Annex II). A legislative proposal is 
expected to be released in spring 2022, together with an impact assessment. In accordance with the 
objectives of the European statistical programme 2021-2027, it should take account of digital 
technologies and new data sources, in particular administrative data, to produce more frequent 
(possibly annual) and more detailed population statistics in an efficient manner. 

Current regulatory framework on population statistics 
In accordance with Article 38(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), 
measures for the production of EU statistics are adopted under the ordinary legislative procedure. 
Statistics must conform to impartiality, reliability, objectivity, scientific independence, cost-
effectiveness and statistical confidentiality; furthermore, they must not entail excessive burdens on 
economic operators.  

The build-up of EU-wide population statistics began in the 1960s and has since undergone several 
reforms. Population data are collected at national and regional level by the EU Member States' 
national statistical institutes (NSIs) and compiled by Eurostat, in accordance with EU law and 
international standards. The statistical data collection is governed by a set of EU regulations that 
observe the principles and quality criteria applied to European statistics, as laid down in 
Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 on European statistics. For the development and production of 
statistics, Eurostat is assisted by the European statistical system committee. As part of the European 
statistical system, population statistics are overseen by the European statistical governance advisory 
board; they are subject to judicial review and to control by the European Court of Auditors. 

The current framework on population statistics is made up of the following legal acts: 

 Regulation (EC) No 763/2008 on population and housing censuses;  
 Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013 on European demographic statistics;   
 Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2018/1799 on the establishment of a 

temporary direct statistical action for the dissemination of selected topics of the 2021 
population and housing census geocoded to a 1 km2 grid.  

Figure 1 – EU-27 total population (as of 1 January 2021) 

 

Source: Eurostat. 

On 1 January 2021, the population 
of the EU-27 was estimated at 
447 million inhabitants, 312 000 
less than the year before.  

This change results from: 

 4 million births 
 5.2 million deaths 
 0.8 million net 

migration. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019R1700
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2016%3A551%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar%3A9fb5131e-30e9-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_2&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/treaty/tfeu_2016/art_338/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/12743486/13006269/Demography%2C+Population+stock+%26+balance+-+Datasets.pdf/59988f2d-7238-e8d0-8f7b-2b601aba1609?t=1625656692216
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2009/223
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/european-statistical-system/governance-bodies/essc
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/esgab
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/esgab
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Population_and_population_change_statistics#EU_population_shows_a_slight_decrease_in_2020
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Regulation (EC) No 763/2008 on population and housing censuses 
Regulation (EC) No 763/2008 on population and 
housing censuses establishes common rules for the 
decennial provision of comprehensive data on 
population and housing. Consequently, the 2011 
census was, for the first time, based on a legal 
framework at the EU level. Under these rules, EU 
Member States submit to Eurostat their population 
data, which include demographic, social and economic 
characteristics of persons, families and households. 
The data also cover information on housing at a 
national, regional and local level. The regulation leaves 
Member States flexibility on how they gather the required data: data sources may be conventional 
censuses or register-based censuses, either combined with sample surveys or not.  

Countries are increasingly shifting from traditional field data collections towards register-based or 
combined census methods. This results in considerable burden reduction, as a traditional census is 
a costly and time-intensive exercise. Processing and making available traditional census data can 
take years, which hampers the accurate capturing of dynamic population changes. In the digital age, 

data are therefore increasingly 
obained from administrative 
registers in which citizens leave 
'signs of life', such as population 
registers, buildings and dwellings 
registers, business registers, social 
security registers, tax registers, 
unemployment registers, education 
registers, child allowance registers, 
foreigner registers, etc. Effective 
data linkage is crucial in this 
register-based approach. To ensure 
data privacy, unique identifiers are 
used to track individuals 'from 
cradle to grave'. While some 
countries use purely register-based 
censuses, others complement 
administrative data with sample 
surveys (combined method). 
Figure 2 shows the trend in shifting 
away from conventional censuses 
for the EU-27 countries, over the 
period 2001-2021.5  

Secondary acts to Regulation 763/2008 on population and housing censuses set out the technical 
specificities of the 2021 population and housing census: 

 Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2017/881 regarding the modalities and 
structure of the quality reports and the technical format for data transmission; 

 Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2017/543 regarding the technical 
specifications of the topics and of their breakdowns; 

 Commission Regulation (EU) 2017/712 establishing the reference year and the 
programme of the statistical data and metadata for population and housing censuses. 

What is a census? 

Typically, every ten years, a census counts 
the entire population and housing stock of 
a given country and collects information 
on its main characteristics (geographic, 
demographic, social and economic, plus 
family and household characteristics). 

Source: Eurostsat. 

Figure 2 – Census methods used in the EU-27 (2001-2021) 

 
Source: EPRS, based on UNECE and NSI data. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32008R0763
https://www.statistik.at/web_en/surveys/register_based_census/index.html#index4
https://www.statistik.at/web_en/surveys/register_based_census/index.html#index4
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2017/881/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2017/543/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2017/712/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population-demography/population-housing-censuses
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Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013 on European demographic statistics 
Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013 on European demographic statistics establishes a common legal 
framework for the development, production and dissemination of detailed annual European 
statistics on population, live births and deaths ('vital events') at national and regional level. 
Accordingly, Member States provide Eurostat with disaggregated data on their 'usually resident 
population' for the reference period (defined as calendar years), covering: 

 population by age, sex and region of residence; 
 live births by sex and month, and information about the mother (e.g. age, country of 

birth, citizenship and region of residence); 
 deaths by age, sex and month, region of residence, country of birth, and citizenship; and 
 the total 'usually resident' population.  

The regulation leaves a certain discretion to Member States as to the data sources, which they are 
free to choose in accordance with national law and practices. At the same time, it encourages them 
to use scientifically based and well-documented statistical estimation methods, where appropriate. 
Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) No 205/2014 establishes uniform conditions for data 
breakdowns, transmission deadlines and for revisions of those data. 

Regulation 1260/2013 is also important from an institutional perspective, as it lays down the basis 
on which to determine total population for weighting the votes in the Council in qualified majority 
voting6 and, indirectly, also for allocating seats in the European Parliament. 7 Moreover, the data 
transmitted under the regulation form the basis of Eurostat's three-yearly demographic population 
projections,8 which show how population size and structure could change in the long term, based 
on a set of assumptions for fertility, mortality and net migration. 

Since 2014, Regulation 1260/2013 has ensured a harmonisation of data, as it requires Member States 
to use the same definition of population for all national and regional levels. Before this regulation 
was in place, Member States had submitted data voluntarily, in accordance with their national 
definitions and methods. These data risked being heterogeneous, incomparable, inconsistent and 
outdated.9 However, Regulation 1260/2013 will cease to apply on 31 August 2028, owing to a 
sunset clause in the legal act (Article 12). Thus, a review of the regulation becomes necessary. 

Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2018/1799 
Finally, Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2018/1799 establishes a temporary direct 
statistical action in order to develop, produce and disseminate selected topics of the 2021 
population and housing census geocoded to a 1 km2 grid ('1 km2 grid data').10 To this end, a 
unique harmonised and constant geospatial reference grid for Europe is determined, consisting of 
cells with an area of 1 km2. This implementing act is enabled by Article 14(1)(b) of 
Regulation 223/2009, which allows for individual statistical actions 'in specific and duly justified 
cases, in particular to meet unexpected needs' to implement the European statistical programme. 

International dimension 
International comparability of statistics is becoming ever more important in a globalised world. 
Therefore, an important function of international statistics is the harmonisation and standardisation 
of statistical definitions and methods. International standards are also incorporated into EU 
statistics.11 Most notable in the context of population statistics is Eurostat's cooperation with the 
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE).  

The 2015 UNECE recommendations for the 2020 Censuses of Population and Housing, to which 
Eurostat contributed considerably, are 'the principal source of internationally agreed guidance on 
censuses for countries in the UNECE region', albeit non-binding. Beyond providing guidance for 
planning and carrying out censuses, these recommendations also aim to 'facilitate and improve the 
comparability of census at the UN regional level through the identification of a core set of census 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32013R1260
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2014/205/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population-demography/population-projections
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population-demography/population-projections
http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2018/1799/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:02009R0223-20150608&qid=1649339395273&from=en#page=17
https://unece.org/
https://unece.org/DAM/stats/publications/2015/ECECES41_EN.pdf
https://unece.org/DAM/stats/documents/census/UNECE_work_population___housing_census.pdf
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topics and the harmonisation of concepts, definitions and classifications'. Work on the update of the 
recommendations for the 2030 census has already started and should become available by 2025. 

More generally, UNECE has set-up a high-level group to actively steer the modernisation of statistical 
organisations in the UNECE region, including guidance in the domain of data innovation. To support 
countries in their transformation from conventional to register-based or register-supported 
censuses, UNECE issued in 2018 guidelines on the use of registers and administrative data for 
population and housing censuses. 

2021 population and housing census 
The Unites Nations (UN) encourage holding a population and housing census once every decade. 
Some EU Member States have a very long national census tradition, including Belgium, where the 
first census was conducted in 1846. While EU-wide censuses began in 1980, the 2011 census round 
was the first to be based on a comprehensive legal framework at the EU level, established by the 
above-mentioned Regulation 763/2008 on population and housing censuses. Socio-demographic 
data gathered in censuses are, inter alia, used for the following purposes:12 

 making population projections;  
 estimating resource needs;  
 calculating the UN Human Development Index;  
 calculating other important indicators, such as per capita indicators; 
 formulating, implementing and monitoring policies aimed at inclusive socioeconomic 

development and environmental sustainability.  

The major innovation of the 2021 EU census, namely the inclusion of key census topics on an EU-
wide 1 km square grid under Commission Implementing Regulation 2018/1799, was already 
touched upon. As for the timeline, Member States are required to provide Eurostat with their 
respective 2021 census data in two steps: 

 by 31 December 2022: data on total population on the 1 km square grid;  
 by 31 March 2024: all other census data. 

The results of the 2021 census will gradually be uploaded to the EU census hub portal and made 
available through the Eurostat database. However, delays in the 2021 census timeline are not 
excluded, as some Member States – including Germany, France and Ireland – postponed the census 
exercise to 2022, owing to the pandemic.13  

European Commission reports 
As the Commission decided to prepare the ex-post evaluation of the existing framework in parallel 
with the ex-ante impact assessment underpinning the new initiative on European population 
statistics ('back-to-back' in Commission jargon14), no evaluation report is available yet. 

2018 report on the implementation of Regulation 1260/2013 
In line with a reporting requirement contained in the legal act, the Commission presented a first 
report on the implementation of Regulation 1260/2013 on European demographic statistics in 
December 2018. It assessed, inter alia, the quality of the data transmitted by NSIs, the data collection 
methods used, and comparability of data. 

In this report, the Commission observes that population statistics are those most frequently 
consulted among all statistics disseminated by Eurostat. The thematic section has ranked first in 
terms of the number of user consultations since mid-2016, with yearly visualisations in the range of 
half a million. The report generally recognises that the regulation has considerably enhanced the 
quality of national statistics. Timeliness and punctuality of data provision, in particular, have 
improved compared with the previous voluntary approach, also because introducing automatic 
extractions from statistical databases has helped reduce data-processing time. As the report notes, 

https://unece.org/statistics/task-forces-ces-recommendations-populations-and-housing-censuses-2030-round
https://statswiki.unece.org/display/hlgbas/High-Level+Group+for+the+Modernisation+of+Official+Statistics
https://unece.org/DAM/stats/publications/2018/ECECESSTAT20184.pdf
https://www.cairn-int.info/article-E_POPU_1302_0215--central-population-registers-as-a-source.htm
https://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi?utm_source=EN&utm_medium=GSR&utm_content=US_UNDP_PaidSearch_Brand_English&utm_campaign=CENTRAL&c_src=CENTRAL&c_src2=GSR&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIxeG6-cPK9wIVDI9oCR0Kiw7LEAAYASAAEgJGQPD_BwE
https://ec.europa.eu/CensusHub2
https://www.destatis.de/EN/Press/2020/12/PE20_Z01_122.html
https://www.service-public.fr/particuliers/actualites/A15423
https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2020pressreleases/pressstatementpostponementofcensus2021/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018DC0843
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Member States have started to use additional data sources, such as health insurance registers, tax 
registers and Census 2011, and are generally making major changes to data sourcing and methods 
used for their population and housing censuses; these changes imply giving a higher profile to the 
administrative data use and reducing traditional door-to-door, or 'mail-out mail-in', census 
enumerations. 

However, the report also flags some issues for further consideration: 

 The application of the population concept of 'usual residence' is deemed the 'hardest 
problem to address'; the report points to related gaps in the legislation of some Member 
States (e.g. the 12-month criterion for establishing 'usual residency'); 

 Accuracy as regards 'under-coverage' (e.g. when people do not register their residence) 
and 'over-coverage' (e.g. when people do not 'de-register' when they move) could be 
improved. To mitigate the issue, Eurostat promotes the use of 'mirror flows' reported by 
partner NSIs to resolve coverage errors due to failure to register and de-register. 
Similarly, the report observes under-reporting of migration flows (when migrants do not 
register or de-register in Member States when arriving or leaving) and of vital events 
(births and deaths abroad that are either not reported at all or reported with some 
delay). 

With specific regard to migration data, the report explains that the data collected under Regulation 
1260/2013 were merged with that required under Article 3 of Regulation (EC) No 862/2007 
regarding Community statistics on migration and international protection, in order to achieve better 
consistency between the various population breakdowns and in the demographic balances 
between population, vital events and migration flows. 

Overall, the document concludes that, although Regulation 1260/2013 has significantly improved 
demographic statistics in terms of availability, completeness and timeliness of data provided by 
NSIs, the quality of statistics still leaves room for improvement; in particular, the under- and over-
coverage issues would need to be tackled. Moreover, the data should reflect 'evolving user needs 
(e.g. as regards the influx of people seeking refuge in Europe)', while taking into account the burden 
on data providers. Indeed, demographic behaviour and the structure of the population are in 
constant flux and, as new data sources and methods become available, monitoring the current data 
production and output under the regulation will remain a significant challenge. Regulation 
1260/2013 mandates a second implementation report by end-2023. 

2021 report on Community migration statistics 
The Commission report of 24 August 2021 appraises the implementation of Regulation 862/2007 
regarding Community statistics on migration and international protection. This regulation covers, 
inter alia, international migration flows to, from and inside the EU, migrant population stocks in the 
EU, and acquisition and loss of citizenship of an EU Member State. An amendment adopted in 2020 
(Regulation (EU) 2020/851) updated migration statistics by introducing new variables, detailed 
breakdowns and more frequent data collections for reference periods from 2021 onwards. 

While Regulation 1260/2013 on European demographic statistics requires Member States to ensure 
that population data are consistent with migrant population data, the implementation report 
reveals certain inconsistencies. These are partly due to the fact that Regulation 862/2007 affords 
Member States the flexibility to define the migrant population as being either usually resident or 
legally/registered resident. On this point, the Commission sees a need for further harmonisation 
of demographic and migration statistics. The report concludes that addressing this 'current gap in 
harmonisation across legal bases … will be a crucial point' for revising EU population statistics.  

To mitigate these data gaps and comparability issues, which – in all likelihood – 'the current 
legislation cannot address', the report suggests that the new legal framework for European 
population statistics should 'incorporate and extend' the statistics on international and intra-EU 

http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2007/862/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0489&qid=1644940557761
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migration flows, population stocks and acquisition and loss of citizenship. This would require 
'reliable, detailed and comparable data on migration events, on the size, destinations and origins of 
migration flows, and on the demographic, migration and socio-economic characteristics of migrant 
populations'. 

2022 JRC study on data innovation in demography, migration and 
human mobility 
In February 2022, the Commission's Joint Research Centre (JRC) published a literature review of over 
300 scientific reports and journal articles dealing with innovative/non-traditional data sources to 
measure mortality, fertility, migration, mobility, population change and population distribution. The 
review aimed to assess the current state of data innovation in the scientific literature with a view to 
identifying areas in which data innovation has the most concrete potential for policy-making. 

These innovative data sources include, for instance, the integration of mobile phone data,15 geo-
located social media data, and satellite imagery with (micro-) census-derived population data. The 
JRC observes that the cost of innovative data originally collected for other purposes (and thus re-
used for demographic and migration research purposes) can be very low; however, one drawback 
is that – in contrast to traditional data – innovative data do not typically undergo any quality control. 
Moreover, definitions of key concepts in the studies do not necessarily comply with definitions 
commonly used in statistics, which hampers data comparability. The review finds that, while some 
innovative data approaches sound promising, they also present a number of challenges (e.g. 
questions of ethics/privacy concerns, issues related to data protection, data governance/data 
linkage, data quality owing to a lack of standards, selection bias/representativeness). It concludes 
that, despite the potential of innovative data, official demographic and migration statistics are likely 
to remain the main reference also in the future. 

European Parliament activities 
Parliament's positions 
In its first-reading position of 16 April 2019 on the proposal for a regulation establishing a common 
framework for European statistics relating to persons and households, Parliament reiterated the 
importance of statistical data and indicators for evidence-based policies. In this respect, it stressed 
that social statistics must be of high quality, in particular in terms of their 'accuracy, timeliness, 
usability and accessibility, their relevance, their adaptability to new users' requests, as well as their 
comparability, coherence and efficiency'. Moreover, Parliament encouraged the use of 
administrative data to improve data quality and efficiency. 

Previously, in its position of 22 October 2013, in the procedure leading to the adoption of Regulation 
1260/2013 on European demographic statistics, Parliament underlined the importance of updating 
and revising data when establishing EU-level demographic statistics, as the latter is essential for the 
estimation of total population in the framework of the European system of accounts.  

Also of interest is Parliament's position of 16 April 2019, with a view to the adoption of amending 
Regulation 862/2007 on Community statistics on migration and international protection. 
Parliament endorsed several amendments intended to replace the statistical term 'sex' by the term 
'gender' in the context of data disaggregation. The Commission, in its follow-up document, deemed 
this problematic in terms of feasibility and comparability, arguing that the term 'sex' 'is a standard 
and internationally recognised concept defined and commonly used' in population and migration 
statistics by both Eurostat and the United Nations. The final act maintains the common terminology 
and consequently requires statistics be disaggregated by sex (rather than gender). 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/5282ef16-84a7-11ec-8c40-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-253308856
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TC1-COD-2016-0264_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TC1-COD-2011-0440_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-manuals-and-guidelines/-/KS-02-13-269
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0359_EN.html
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/spdoc.do?i=31850&j=0&l=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020R0851
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Parliamentary questions 
In the current legislative term, Members have addressed several questions to the Commission on 
challenges from demographic change, relating for instance to Europe's ageing population, 
demographic decline, population shifts between rural and urban areas, or actions that target a rise 
in birth rates.  

However, only one written question dealt with population statistics specifically: question 
E-002381/2021, put forward by Emmanouil Fragkos (ECR, Greece), concerned the interactive atlas of 
demography developed by the JRC's Knowledge Centre on Migration and Demography on the basis 
of demographic statistics and population projections by Eurostat. The Member highlighted the 
importance of 'showing the proportion of the population represented by migrants' and of being 
able to see 'what proportion of young children are of foreign origin', rather than simply presenting 
the population as a total. On behalf of the Commission, Commissioner Mariya Gabriel replied that 
the atlas is a living online tool and would be 'enriched over time with new datasets, such as on 
fertility, mortality, net migration and population projections'.16 

Earlier topical questions concerned, inter alia:  

 the concept and definition of 'usual residence' (question E-001781/14 by Ruža Tomašić 
(ECR, Croatia));  

 the protection of citizens' personal data when collecting demographic data (question 
E-007621/13 by Monika Flašíková Beňová (S&D, Slovakia)); and 

 the method for determining the population of each Member State, both to establish the 
European Parliament's composition (question P-002996-13 by Elena Băsescu (EPP, 
Romania)) and to set the thresholds for qualified majority voting in the Council (question 
E-012613/13 by Zbigniew Ziobro (EFD, Poland)). 

Academic views 
In his book Official statistics 4.0: Verified facts for people in the 21st century (2020), 
Walter J. Radermacher, Director-General of Eurostat from 2008 to 2016, explores official statistics 
and their societal function in a historical and conceptual framework. Radermacher highlights, 
among other issues, the importance of international standards as a means of ensuring consistency 
between national, supranational and international statistics. He sees great convergence in the 
modernisation programmes at the national and international levels. Radermacher believes that the 
growing use of administrative data for population statistics helps save costs, as traditional censuses 
have been a 'mammoth undertaking'. Moreover, replacing 'large and expensive surveys (such as the 
censuses)' by mixed procedures also reduces burdens on respondents. 

Radermacher explains that the design of a statistical process through registers is very different from 
that of the 'knock on the door' census survey. At the same time, he dispels the idea that 'the old-
fashioned door-to-door census' would be an error-free methodology as 'naïve', arguing that it is a 
complex technical and methodological exercise that uses estimation techniques and thus makes 
'inaccuracies and mistakes unavoidable'. In general, he stresses that the design of a census is a 
methodologically and technically demanding task 'with far-reaching political consequences'. In his 
view, combining administrative and survey data ensures the best possible capturing of high 
dynamics in population changes and, moreover, offers both methods' advantages. As regards 
administrative data, Radermacher thinks we are transitioning to a phase in which 'the handling of 
big data will dominate the near future of official statistics as the question of register data has done 
in recent years'. 

The book Data practices: Making up a European people (2021) is the result of a project funded by the 
European Research Council. Reflecting on diversification of data sources and innovative data, 
editors Evelyn Ruppert and Stephan Scheel argue that these changes in statistical methods are 'the 
most fundamental since the beginning of modern population statistics over two centuries ago'. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2021-002381_EN.html
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/atlas-demography_en
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/atlas-demography_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2021-002381-ASW_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-7-2014-001781_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-7-2013-007621_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/P-7-2013-002996_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-7-2013-012613_EN.html
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-31492-7#toc
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/data-practices
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Apart from discussing register-based administrative data, they also consider digital technologies 
and big-data sources. 

In an October 2019 academic article, Funda Ustek-Spilda explores the practical challenges the 
concept of 'usual resident population' poses owing to the range of diverging practices across EU 
Member States. The author illustrates with examples how different the outcome of population 
counts can be, depending on the legal definition and method chosen (register-based or 
questionnaire-based). She concludes that 'even when the criteria specified in an international 
definition are quantitative and seemingly exact', statisticians need to adapt these criteria to their 
own national contexts, 'in line with the methods and data available to them and the national laws 
and regulations that determine who is a resident'. With regard to data accuracy, Ustek-Spilda 
cautions that the information held in administrative registers may not always be up-to-date, 
suggesting that 'how lives appear in data and are lived may not always be one and the same'. 

In their academic article from April 2018, Johanna Giczi and Katalin Szőke examine the relationship 
and differences between official statistics and big data (i.e. data characterised by high volume, 
variety and velocity), thereby analysing the types of problems encountered in the use of these data. 
They also highlight some real cases (from Estonia, Hungary and the Netherlands), in which big data 
were used for statistical data collection. The researchers conclude that big data 'will also find its 
place in official statistics without making conventional data collection procedures superfluous'. 

Modernising the EU framework for population statistics 
Paving the way to reform 
The European statistical programme 2021-2027, established by Regulation (EU) 2021/690, aims 
to produce high-quality statistics that use, inter alia 'multiple data sources, advanced data analytics 
methods, smart systems and digital technologies', and provide 'a national and, where possible, 
regional breakdown' (Article 3(2)(f)). The development of new methods and the exploration of new 
data sources for statistics target a range of policies, among others social policies. Two of the five 
action points under the heading 'Social dimension of Europe' concern population statistics directly: 

 developing modernised post-2021 population and housing census programmes and 
population statistics; and 

 providing and regularly updating projections and breakdown on the EU population. 

The European statistical system committee expressed early high-level support for modernised 
population statistics, in particular in the 2017 'Budapest Memorandum', which primarily sought to 
address gaps and changing needs in the statistics on migration and migrant populations. The 
memorandum recognised more generally that countries are increasingly using administrative data 
sources to produce population and migration statistics. At the same time, it saw 'potential for the 
use of new data sources in the future, including, where appropriate, big data'. It also argued that the 
use of new technologies would allow for additional information (e.g. geocoded data) to be 
collected. Finally, it called for developing and promoting an annual compilation of census-type 
data based on appropriate new data sources as part of the post-2021 census strategy. 

New European statistics on population (ESOP) initiative 
Combined evaluation roadmap/inception impact assessment 
In April 2021, the Commission published a combined evaluation roadmap/inception impact 
assessment outlining the rationale of the reform and possible courses of action. An impact 
assessment and an ex-post evaluation to assess the existing framework's adequacy are prepared in 
parallel to inform the new regulatory framework for European statistics on population (ESOP). It 
should bring together demographic, migration and census data and ensure that, faced with 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0162243919882085
https://www.ceeol.com/search/viewpdf?id=725421
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R0690&qid=1620738880448
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R0690&from=EN#page=23
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/13019146/13237859/FINAL+Budapest+memorandum.pdf/96a6db89-1395-44a5-8a46-85e8c49d576c?t=1523358337000
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12958-Data-collection-European-statistics-on-population-ESOP-_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12958-Data-collection-European-statistics-on-population-ESOP-_en
https://population-europe.eu/network/news-network/european-statistics-population-esop
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demographic, migratory, social and economic changes in society, population statistics remain 
relevant, coherent and comparable. 

The document maintains that the current regulatory framework cannot serve emerging needs, 
defining three specific problems: 

 The first problem relates to frequency, timeliness and geographical precision of current 
data collections, which also take place with different periodicities. A particular concern is 
the insufficient coverage of migrant-related data under the current framework.  

 The second concerns the coherence of data collected across EU Member States, owing 
in particular to different definitions and breakdowns under the current framework.  

 The third is about the current framework not providing for full exploitation of the 
administrative data sources Member States are increasingly using in addition to census 
and surveys, a trend expected to expand, and about the framework lacking synergies 
between population, census and migration data.  

To address the problems identified, the Commission intends to explore three policy options: 

 The 'baseline' option is to leave the current legislation unchanged, with the exception of 
Regulation 763/2008 on censuses, which would need to be implemented for the 2031 
census round. A particular problem would emerge in 2028 when Regulation 1260/2013 
expires, because demographic statistics would become unregulated. 

 Another option would keep Regulation 763/2008 in force for the 2031 census, while 
proposing separate new legislation to integrate and possibly expand the annual data 
collections on demography and migration. Regulation 1260/2013 would be replaced 
after it ceases to apply in 2028. 

 As a third option, a fully fledged new single framework regulation would cover all data 
collections on population – i.e. migration, census and demography – and enhance 
harmonisation across data collections, as well as their frequency and geographical 
details – the data could be geo-referenced and cover relatively small areas. It would also 
allow for flexible and incremental expansion in data collections over time, increasingly 
using administrative data as they become available. 

The inception impact assessment suggests that the reform would likely have indirect economic, 
social, environmental and fundamental rights impacts, inter alia because population statistics – 
current and forecast – underpin a wide range of economic per capita indicators (e.g. gross domestic 
product (GDP)) and inform social policies. Timely statistics would also help the study of migration 
flows, showing origins, destinations and size, and their integration in host countries. As for the social 
impacts, many social policies rely on precise and granular population statistics, for instance social 
inclusion policies and the monitoring of social cohesion. Furthermore, the inception impact 
assessment sees potential for administrative burden reduction. 

Public consultations 
The Commission conducted an open public consultation between 30 September and 
23 December 2021. According to the Commission's summary report, released in February 2022, the 
consultation yielded 172 responses; a third of these were received from individual citizens, and a 
further third from professional or institutional users. 8 % of replies came from statistics producers, 
and roughly the same share from researchers. 

Overall, respondents found that population statistics are not sufficiently detailed. Respondents from 
across all stakeholder groups felt that the following statistics, in particular, should be improved: 

 migration to, from and within the EU; 
 population census outputs; 
 population stock and balance; and 
 housing census outputs. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/9b6a11f5-9086-11ec-b4e4-01aa75ed71a1


Towards a new regulatory framework for European population statistics 

11 

Further suggestions included harmonising methods for calculation of life expectancy; collecting 
data on the non-resident population; and improving the concept and definition of family. 

The Commission also gathered direct feedback to the combined evaluation roadmap/inception 
impact assessment. The Have your say portal documents four responses. With regard to migration 
statistics, a research institution points to the fact that immigration/asylum is regulated separately, 
and advocates coherence and comparability of statistics produced under population and migration 
legislation. An anonymous EU citizen puts population statistics into question, in view of the scale of 
uncontrolled immigration into European countries. Two further reactions from disability 
organisations maintain that Eurostat disability statistics are not sufficiently disaggregated. 
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ENDNOTES 
 

1  Geo-referenced means that data are associated to their geographical location. 
2  Recital 11 of Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013. 
3  Recital 1 of Regulation (EU) 2019/1700. 
4  Recital 22 of Regulation (EU) 2019/1700. See also Article 1 of that regulation: 'This Regulation does not apply to 

population and housing censuses as referred to in Regulation (EC) No 763/2008.' 
5  In 2004, France introduced the rolling census, a method based on a five-year cycle and thus distinct from other 

census methods. For details, see V. Roux, 'The French rolling census: A census that allows a progressive  
modernization', Statistical Journal of the IAOS, Vol. 36(1), March 2020, pp. 125-134. 

6  Article 4 of Regulation 1260/2013: 'Total population for specific Union purposes: 1. For the purposes of qualified 
majority voting in the Council, Member States shall provide the Commission (Eurostat) with data on the total 
population at national level at the reference time, in accordance with Article 2(c), within eight months of the end 
of the reference year. 2. Member States may estimate the total population referred to in paragraph 1 from the 
legally resident or registered population using scientifically-based, well-documented, and publicly available  
statistical estimation methods.' 

7  See Article 2 of European Council Decision (EU) 2018/937 of 28 June 2018 establishing the composition of the 
European Parliament: 'The total population of the Member States is calculated by the Commission (Eurostat) on 
the basis of the most recent data provided by the Member States, in accordance with a method established by 
means of Regulation (EU) No 1260/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council.' 

8  The most recent Eurostat population projection was released in April 2020, covering the period from 2019 to 2100, 
and taking population statistics as of 1 January 2019 as a starting point. 

9  See COM(2018) 843, p. 1. 
10  For an explanation of grid data, see The 2021 population and housing censuses in the EU, Eurostat leaflet. For an 

assessment of advantages and challenges of that method, see F. Bach, Statistical disclosure control in geospatial  
data: the 2021 EU census example, in: J. Döllner, M. Jobst, P. Schmitz (eds), Service-oriented mapping: Lecture notes 
in geoinformation and cartography, Springer, 2020, pp. 365–384. 

11  W. Radermacher, Official statistics 4.0: verified facts for people in the 21st century; Springer, 2020, p. 141. 
12  See The 2021 population and housing censuses in the EU, Eurostat leaflet. 
13  See 'European censuses are being disrupted by covid-19', The Economist, 13 March 2021. 
14  For procedural aspects of a 'back-to-back' process, see the European Commission Better Regulation Toolbox 2021, 

tool #50. In a back-to-back process, the ex-post evaluation is typically published together with the new proposal , 
often hidden in an annex to the impact assessment report. 

15  It appears that the use of mobile network data in the EU is already being explored for the purposes of demographi c  
statistics. See The ESS report 2017, Eurostat, p. 13: 'A number of NSIs were able to access mobile phone data and 
are now analysing whether this data can be used to produce population estimates.' 

16  A new release of January 2022 contained data on the three demography components (mortality, fertility and 
migration) for the EU-27 and their regions, along with population projections up to 2050. 
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