
Policy for main geographic outputs from the 2011 Census 

 
Background 
1. The Proposals paper for the 2011 Census noted that the Census provides a once-in-a-decade opportunity 

to get an accurate, comprehensive and consistent picture of the most valuable resource of Northern Ireland – 

its population – and a rich array of facts about it.  The particular value of the Census comes from the 

inclusion of information about everyone in the local population, but simultaneously the Census places the 

highest priority on respecting the confidentiality of every individual respondent. Accordingly, Census output 

is mostly composed of statistical aggregates for geographic areas. Census Office’s objective is to provide as 

much meaningful and useful output as possible, while respecting confidentiality. This paper discusses the 

geographic basis on which statistical aggregates from the Census are based. 

 
The legal background 
2. The Census Act (Northern Ireland) 1969 places an obligation on the Registrar General to ‘prepare 

abstracts of and reports on the census returns’ but makes no statement about the form or geographic basis of 

these abstracts. In practice, Northern Ireland Census outputs have traditionally been based on local 

government districts (LGDs) and electoral wards. With local government boundaries being subject to 

periodic review, this has resulted, in recent decades, in successive Censuses being reported on different 

geographic bases. Thus, for example, the 1981 Census was reported on local government boundaries 

published in 1973, the 1991 Census was reported on boundaries published in 1984 and the 2001 Census was 

reported on boundaries published in 1992.   

 

3. Regulation (EC) No 763/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council on population and housing 

censuses places an obligation on the government to provide a number of statistical aggregates at NUTS 2 

level (in the case of Northern Ireland, this means Northern Ireland as a whole) and a further number of 

statistical aggregates at LAU 2 level (in the case of Northern Ireland, this means electoral ward). 

Accordingly, a set of statistical aggregates at ward level must be produced from the 2011 Census for 

forwarding to Europe, in order for Northern Ireland to fulfil its obligations under Regulation (EC) No 

763/2008. 

 
Proposals for the 2011 Census 
4. As noted above, local government boundaries in Northern Ireland are reviewed on a periodic basis. This 

is to allow for consideration of the varying rates of population growth in different areas, because there is an 

underlying desire for each electoral ward, within an LGD, to contain a similar number of electors. A review 

of local government boundaries was initiated in 2008 with the aim of having new boundaries in place for the 

2011 local government elections. In the Proposals paper for the 2011 Census (published in March 2010), 

Census Office noted the local government boundary review and proposed (paragraph 5.42) that the LGD 

and ward structure defined by the review would be the basis for outputs from the 2011 Census. Census 

Office received no correspondence that countered this proposal. 

 

5. At the time of writing of this document (December 2011), the outcome of the review of local government 

boundaries has still not been passed into legislation, and the May 2011 local elections were conducted using 

the existing boundaries from the 1992 local government boundary review. Government has indicated that it 

intends to introduce new local government boundaries prior to the next scheduled local government 

elections in 2015, but it is noted that the areas represented by local councillors will be based on the current 

wards until 2015. The draft Programme for Government 2011-15 (November 2011) indicates that the 

legislation to finalise the new local government boundaries will be put in place during the 2012/13 session. 

It is thus likely that the new local government LGDs and wards will not be passed into legislation before 

2013. 

 

6. The first results from the 2011 Census will be published in 2012, and Census Office requires the relevant 

geographic units to be defined by the start of 2012. This is to ensure that the Census outputs can be subject 

to quality assurance processes. Accordingly, Census Office plans to use the current LGD and ward 

boundaries (that is the 26 LGDs and 582 wards defined by the 1992 local government boundary review) as 

the basic geography for the main outputs from the 2011 Census. 

 



7. There was a boundary review of the 18 areas used for elections both to the Assembly and Westminster 

(The Parliamentary Constituencies (Northern Ireland) Order 2008). These 18 constituencies are all defined 

as aggregates of the current electoral wards (that is, those wards defined by the 1992 local government 

boundary review), subject to one exception. The parliamentary boundary review placed one part of 

Derryaghy ward (in Lisburn LGD) in the Belfast West constituency and the remainder of the ward in the 

Lagan Valley constituency. Census Office will produce output for each of the 582 local government wards, 

and also for the two constituent parts of Derryaghy ward such that output can also be produced for each of 

the 18 Assembly / Westminster constituencies. 

 

Areas within electoral wards - background 
8. For Censuses up to and including the 1981 Census, the electoral ward was the smallest administrative 

geographic unit for which outputs were produced. Computing capacity, and interest in small areas for 

example in examining spatial deprivation, led to demands for more detailed Census outputs. In 1991, 

Census Office had used 3,729 enumerators to conduct the Census and all Census records could readily be 

identified by enumerator. Census Office released some limited statistical data for the areas used for the 

Census enumeration (Enumeration Districts, EDs) and these results were subsequently used, for example, in 

the derivation of small area deprivation measures (Relative Deprivation in Northern Ireland, 1994). 

 

9. The geographic extent of the 1991 EDs was based solely on Census Office’s objective to conduct the 

1991 Census. For the 2001 Census, 5,022 Census Output Areas (COAs) were designed for output purposes. 

The size of areas (~125 households) was decided upon because it was the smallest possible size of unit that 

simultaneously provided sufficient protection for confidentiality. The derivation of COAs within wards was 

based on a model that tried to make COAs as socio-economically homogeneous as possible.  

 

10. While the COAs met many user needs through being as small as possible, their small size also imposed 

limitations, for example some data sources were not available at this fine scale. Accordingly, a higher level 

geography (Super Output Area, SOA) was developed. SOAs are all roughly the same size in population 

terms (just under 2,000 people) across Northern Ireland, are aggregates of COAs and are constrained to 

ward boundaries. (Moyle LGD has a relatively small population, and consequently wards in Moyle also 

have relatively small populations. In order that SOAs in Moyle have a similar population size to those in the 

rest of Northern Ireland, SOAs in Moyle are aggregates of wards. The key point is that wards and SOAs 

share common boundaries across Northern Ireland.) With their more robust statistical base, SOAs have 

become the main geographic unit on which spatial deprivation measures are now produced for Northern 

Ireland. The most recent deprivation measures (Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2010) use 

SOAs as the main geographic base.   

 
Areas within electoral wards – proposals for the 2011 Census outputs 
11. As noted earlier, at the time of the Census Proposals paper, Census Office anticipated that a new set of 

LGD and electoral ward boundaries would now be in place.  The Proposals paper (paragraph 5.44) 

suggested that a new sub-ward geography should be developed, where each unit would contain a similar 

number of people and the boundaries of the units would be constrained to ward boundaries. Paragraph 5.44 

went on to state that NISRA would publish proposals for a sub-ward geography “after the new local 

government district and ward boundaries are accepted by the Assembly”. 

 

12. Census Office held a number of information events in 2010 and 2011 to initiate discussion and 

consultation with users on outputs from the 2011 Census. Output geography was discussed at these events, 

and Census Office has also raised the issue with the Census Advisory Group and other users. There was a 

general consensus that, if the current LGD and ward boundaries were still in place, then – as far as possible 

– the COA and SOA structure should be retained for the 2011 Census as it clearly will facilitate 

comparisons over time.   

 

13. Accordingly, Census Office plans to work within the framework of the current COA and SOA structure, 

constrained within the current electoral ward boundaries, for outputs from the 2011 Census. It is noted that 

some change will be inevitable at this small area level. For example an urban area subject to redevelopment, 

where the geographic area that contained perhaps 125 households in 2001, now contains too few households 

for statistical aggregates to protect confidentiality adequately.  In these circumstances, Census Office would 

propose merging neighbouring COAs together into a new 2011 COA. At the other extreme, a 2001 COA 



that previously contained about 125 households might now have an order of magnitude more households 

due to new housing development. In these circumstances, Census Office would propose to split the original 

COA into two or more new COAs.  Census Office will make all changes to COAs through aggregation or 

splitting of the current areas. A similar position may hold for SOAs, and a similar approach implemented. 

As far as possible, where new COAs or SOAs are created for 2011, Census Office will produce relevant 

2001 Census statistical output for the new areas to enable comparisons over time. 

 

Census Office proposals for statistical outputs following the implementation of the local government 

boundary review 
14. Census Office understands that, as articulated in the draft Programme for Government 2011-15, the 

government plans to introduce new LGD and ward boundaries in advance of the 2015 local government 

elections. Census Office has no knowledge of the extent to which these will reflect the recommendations 

from the uncompleted 2008/2009 local government boundary review.  Accordingly, as noted above, Census 

Office plans to use the current LGD and ward boundaries as the basis for outputs from the 2011 Census. 

 

15. When government formally adopts the outcome of a local government boundary review, Census Office 

will re-issue a critical set of 2011 Census outputs for the new LGDs and wards, and for any new sub-ward 

geography created by NISRA (see below). Due to considerations of disclosure control, these are likely to be 

modelled estimates; Census Office will provide guidance to accompany such outputs. 

 

16. NISRA recognises that the new local government boundaries will be the basis for statistical outputs that 

extend beyond Census outputs. When government formally adopts the outcome of the local government 

boundary review, NISRA will publish proposals for the geographic base of wider statistical outputs. It is 

anticipated that the Northern Ireland Neighbourhood System (NINIS www.ninis.nisra.gov.uk) will be used 

to disseminate any statistical outputs that have been re-worked on the basis of the new LGDs and wards. 

 

17. The current framework of COAs and SOAs is constrained to LGD and ward boundaries. It follows that 

the introduction of new LGD and ward boundaries will require a review of the COA and SOA framework. 

Accordingly, when new LGD and ward boundaries are formally adopted by government, NISRA will 

consult on the methodology by which a new sub-ward geography might be derived. 

 

 

 

Summary of policy for main geographic outputs from the 2011 Census  
18. Census Office requires the output geography for 2011 outputs to be decided at the start of 2012. The 

draft Programme for Government 2011-15 states that the legislation to establish the new local government 

LGDs and wards will not be put in place until the 2012/13 Assembly session. Accordingly, 2011 Census 

outputs will be based on the current 26 LGD and 582 electoral ward boundaries.  

 

19. However in recognition of the recent Assembly Area / Parliamentary Constituency boundary review, 

2011 Census output will be produced for the two parts of Derryaghy ward that are placed in different 

constituencies. 

 

20. The current COAs and SOAs will be retained for 2011 Census outputs, subject to some required change 

given housing development since 2001. As far as possible, a range of key statistics from the 2001 Census 

will be created for any new 2011 COAs and SOAs. This is in line with the views expressed by users to 

NISRA, in the event that the review of local government boundaries was not fully in place in time for 2011 

Census outputs. 

 

21. When government formally adopts new local government boundaries, Census Office will re-issue a 

critical set of 2011 Census outputs for the new LGDs and wards, probably based on a modelling approach to 

safeguard confidentiality, and will consult on a new sub-ward geography that will be the basis for official 

statistical outputs. 
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