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Date: 23 June 2017 

Time: 1.30pm 

Location: NICS HR, Bruce Street, Belfast 

Present Dr David Marshall (Chair) 
Brian Green 
Sandy Fitzpatrick  
Dr Tony Dignan 
Karly Green 
Rachel Shannon 
Michael Gallagher 
Prof Adele Marshall 
Dr Esmond Birnie 
Dr Dermot O’Reilly 
David Ross 
Richard Ramsey 
Sharon McNicholl 
Dr Catherine Millman 
Colin McIlhiney 
Dr John Power 
Prof David Martin 

NISRA, Director of Sources 
NISRA, Demographic Statistics 
NISRA, Census Office 
Economic Research and Evaluation 
Northern Ireland Housing Executive  
NICVA 
Derry & Strabane Council 
Queen’s University Belfast  
University of Ulster 
Queen’s University Belfast 
Land & Property Services 
Ulster Bank 
Belfast City Council  
Public Health Agency 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers 
NI Assembly 
University of Southampton  

In 
Attendance 

William Dukelow 
Maire Brolly 
Richard Elliott 
Kimberley Gillespie 

NISRA, Census Office 
NISRA, Census Office 
NISRA, Demographic Statistics  
NISRA, Census Office 

   

Secretary Debbie Sherlock  NISRA, Census Office 

 

Apologies Jocelyn McCarley 
Dr Ian Shuttleworth 
Darren McKinstry 
Aidan Campbell 

Electoral Office for NI 
Queen’s University Belfast 
Equality Commission for NI 
Rural Community Network 

1. Welcome and apologies 

David Marshall welcomed members to the meeting, thanked those present for their 

attendance and recorded apologies for those unable to attend. Dr Marshall went on the 

explain the purpose of the meeting, which was to provide members with an update on plans 

for the 2021 Census and to brief members on assumptions for 2016-based population 

projections. 
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2. Introductions 

Dr Marshall explained that a number of new members had been invited to join the Advisory 

Group; members and those in attendance then introduced themselves.  

3. Minutes from previous meeting 

The minutes from the previous meeting were agreed and no actions were identified. 

4. 2021 Census overview 

4.1 Dr Marshall provided members with an overview of the background to census-taking, the use 

of census-related information and set out plans for the 2021 Census. His presentation set out 

the 2021 Census objectives and the focus on collecting information primarily online. He went 

on to note the timeline of key events and the likely timing of outputs and advised members 

that the content of 2021 Census questions should be finalised in 2018/19. 

Points arising from this agenda item: 

4.2 The issue of rurality and the impact that a move to ‘online first’ might have on rural response 

rates was raised by members. Máire Brolly advised that plans were underway to identify and 

target areas and households likely to be digitally excluded, for example due to poor internet 

coverage or uptake, ideally utilising information from OFCOM, and to target areas with a high 

density of older people. Mrs Brolly advised that this was a known issue and different levels of 

response rate were already observed in particular sections of the population. Members noted 

that a recent survey on digital inclusion showed the NIHE tenants had a lower rate of online 

take up than the average – Mrs Brolly advised that NISRA has started discussions with NIHE 

about access to NIHE data that could be used in the census processes. It was also noted 

that paper forms would be available (on telephone request), Census field staff would follow 

up on all non-responses and a paper form would be issued at the end of the Census process 

to all those who still had not responded. Online response rates of around 60-70% in Canada 

(2016) and Australia (2016) were noted, the point being that high levels of online completion 

are achievable but they do pose challenges in terms of public engagement.  

4.3 The Group also discussed the need to ensure online compatibility with all devices and the 

importance of making online access as easy as possible for the public was agreed. It was 

noted that online is not a new concept for the Census and was available in 2011, although 

the focus will shift in 2021. There will be a need to cleanse the information captured online 

(and on paper) and there will be a need to promote the message that completion does not 

have to occur on Census Day, but rather it should reflect the position of ‘usual residence’ on 

that date.  Professor Martin, who is also a member of the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 

Advisory Group, noted that the ONS Group had met the previous week and he felt reassured 

by the shared nature of thinking (by NISRA and ONS) in relation to the issues discussed and 

the general direction of travel across the UK. 
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4.4 Dr Marshall updated the Group in relation to the provision of Census services and systems, 

explaining that NISRA will work jointly with ONS to secure most elements (for example, 

postal services, printing, logistics and IT systems). Dr Marshall also explained there is a 

stream of work identifying the potential use of data from public sector administrative systems 

to support information gathered through the Census. 

5. 2021 Census questionnaire content 

5.1 Mrs Brolly advised members that NISRA has begun to consider the content and format of 

questions that could be included in the 2021 Census and that consultation with experts and 

users had already commenced and was ongoing. Content would form part of the Census 

Proposals paper to be published in 2018, which DSAG members would be updated on at the 

next meeting.  

5.2 Mrs Brolly provided a presentation to members, taking them through a range of questions 

contained in the 2011 Census questionnaire, setting out the current thinking on each area, 

any risks or issues that might arise from the current position and the work was being 

undertaken to underpin decisions on content and questions. Mrs Brolly noted the intention to 

make the instructions for completion much clearer than previously and it was noted that the 

space available may have an impact on what questions may be included and their format.  

Mrs Brolly then went on to update members on the current position in relation to proposed 

new questions and associated research and testing plans. Mrs Brolly also advised members 

that NISRA was continuing to work closely with ONS and the National Records of Scotland 

(NRS) to identify where a joined-up approach is possible. It was noted that NISRA also 

engages regularly with the Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland on the Census 

Points arising from this agenda item: 

5.3 Members discussed the potential impact of Brexit, the sensitivities that a Census around that 

period could cause and the need for careful and clear messaging to the public around the 

use of Census information. Members also considered the pros and cons of routing certain 

questions, the potential for inconsistencies between online and paper completion and the 

arguments for and against replicating particular questions to be able to link to previous 

censuses versus changing to meet user need or to simplify the question posed. Members 

also discussed the complexities around some questions, for example in relation to 

qualifications, and possible measures to simplify. 

Action point 1: NISRA to consider online and paper 2011 versions of routed questions to see 

if there were differences in response distributions. 

Action point 2: NISRA to consider what question was asked in previous censuses, relation to 

number of hours worked, and consider the current position for 2021. 

Action point 3: NISRA to pass on information to DSAG (Richard Ramsey) regarding rationale 

for excluding a question on second homes/holiday homes. 
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5.4 The discussion moved on to focus on more general points in relation to the delivery of the 

Census, such as the identification of vacant properties and the development and use of a 

robust address register and information from enumerators in the field as well as the linkage 

to administrative data was noted. 

5.5 In closing Dr Marshall thanked members for their input and advised that any further issues 

could be raised in writing. 

Action point 4: DSAG members to write to David Marshall to raise any further issues in 

relation to 2021 Census content. 

6. 2021 Census outputs system 

6.1 Mrs Brolly presented information to the Group in relation to outline plans for 2021 Census 

outputs. She noted that while there will be a number of standard tables released, there would 

be fewer pre-prepared tables available after 2021, compared to 2011, but instead, the focus 

would change to the provision of a more flexible table builder. This will mean that users will 

be able to create their own tables to suit their needs, with safeguards in place before tables 

are released to check disclosure control. Mrs Brolly reminded members that the link made 

available to them, which provided access to the ONS test table builder, illustrated how 

quickly the system can build and release bespoke tables. Members’ feedback already 

provided on the test system had been forwarded to ONS for their consideration in developing 

a second prototype. Mrs Brolly advised members that Census Office intends to work with 

ONS and with NISRA’s Communications and Marketing Branch to develop a dissemination 

system for NI Census data. 

Points arising from this agenda item: 

Further feedback on the test prototype is welcomed. 

7. Assumptions for 2016-based population projections 

7.1 Brian Green introduced the next item on the 2016 national population projections, which are 

carried out every two years by the ONS on behalf of the UK countries.  NI-specific projections 

are published by NISRA alongside the information released for the UK. Mr Green advised 

members that he would share relevant papers with them after the meeting, with the purpose 

of consulting members on the proposed assumptions and variants. 

7.2 Richard Elliott then provided a presentation to members on the topic, noting that members 

were asked to respond to him on the assumptions and variants consultation papers, which 

provided much more detail, by 7 July. Mr Elliott advised members that the projections are 

due to be published on 26 October 2017, will follow the same format as the 2014 projections 

and will be accompanied by a NISRA bulletin. Members were reminded that the resulting 

projections are based on assumptions around future fertility, mortality and migration which 
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are informed by historical trends - they do not take account of the potential impact of policy 

changes; they are not forecasts. 

7.3 Mr Elliott then provided a brief overview of each of the three elements of the estimates (i.e. 

fertility, mortality and migration). He first highlighted the main points in relation to fertility 

projections and trends in birth-rate and then explained the proposed assumptions, illustrating 

where differences appeared when compared with 2014 rates. 

7.4 Mr Elliott then considered mortality rates, noting in particular that there were two methods of 

projecting future mortality under consideration – the existing ONS method and the newly 

proposed University of Southampton method – and noted the common aspects and 

differences between the two. 

7.4 Turning to migration estimates, Mr Elliott again set out the assumptions being proposed, and 

previous figures which showed a spike in migration around the time of EU enlargement. Mr 

Elliott noted that these were long term projections that did not take into account the effect of 

short terms policies or events, such as Brexit. However, Mr Elliott accepted that a 

consideration of variants could be one way of addressing issues such as the potential impact 

of Brexit. 

Points arising from this agenda item: 

7.5 Members discussed the proposed assumptions and previous population estimates, 

questioning in particular the issue of whether ONS’ approach to using a 25 year average was 

appropriate given trends over the last number of years. Members also discussed the use of 

population projections and the potential for confusion among users of the range of different 

projections and forecasts available. Members advised of the need for clear communication 

around figures when published and Dr Marshall agreed to consider this point further. 

Action point 5: NISRA to provide relevant papers for members’ views. 

Action point 6: NISRA to consider and respond to the issue in relation to improving 

communication and briefing around population projections. 

Action point 7: Members to respond to Richard Elliott with views on the projection 

assumptions and variants by 7 July. 

8. AOB and next meeting 

8.1 No other matters were arising. Dr Marshall advised that the next meeting of DSAG was likely 

to be in January 2018. He closed the meeting by thanking members for attending and for 

their contributions. 

Debbie Sherlock, Secretary 


