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 Communiqué 
Census Controversy  

THE ISSUE: The Mandatory Long-Form Census has been made voluntary.  
What is the impact and why should we care? 

Who  uses the data? 
Many groups, such as businesses, non-profit organiza-

tions, marketers, economic developers, medical organiza-

tions, faith groups, cities, towns, and municipalities, rely 

on the information captured through the Long Form 

census. This information helps with planning and is a 

necessary component when contemplating funding needs 

for existing projects or assessing the feasibility of creating 

new projects. The methods that Statistics Canada em-

ploys are valid, reliable and recognized worldwide. The 

demographic and socioeconomic data collected becomes 

valuable sources of information that help create a greater 

understanding of the population of Canada as a whole 

and of its individual communities. 

Background/ History 
Census data is collected by the Federal Government 

through an Order in Council. Since 1971 two question-

naires have been used. Every five years, 80% of Cana-

dian households are required to complete the Short 

Form Census questionnaire while 20% are required to 

complete the “Long Form”. Compared to the Short 

Form, the Long Form collects a much broader range of 

socio-economic data related to religion, income, educa-

tion levels, employment, immigration status, dwellings, 

places of work, modes of transportation and other ar-

eas relevant to the lives of Canadians. The information 

obtained through this data collection is then analyzed 

and distributed by various means. This information is 

utilized by countless organizations in diverse sectors. 

As reported by The Canadian Press (2010), the Long 

Form Census is “relied on as a tool to respond to the 

needs and priorities of every Canadian (1)”. 

In the spring of 2010, against the advice of experts across the country, the Federal Government announced 

that the Long Form Census would be eliminated for the May 2011 census.  The 2011 Short Form (10 ques-

tions) will replace the 2006 Short Form (8 questions), and a new 2011 National Household Survey will replace 

the 2006 Long Form. The Government stated that the rationale for this decision was based on privacy related 

concerns. It has also been suggested that the data collection process is coercive due to the threat of jail time 

(while the Census is mandatory, no one has ever been incarcerated for non-completion of the forms).     

Who made the decision and why? 
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Many groups, including the Canadian Medical Asso-

ciation, Ontario Chamber of Commerce, and the As-

sociation of Ontario Municipalities have expressed 

concern regarding the abolishment of the mandatory 

Long Form. and less reliable than previous census re-

sults because of sampling errors. Those who do not 

speak English, Aboriginals, low-income earners and 

immigrants are less likely to be represented by a vol-

untary survey creating the potential for their further 

marginalization. Because of underrepresentation of 

this sector of society, results favouring citizens who 

are English speaking, literate, more highly educated 

and wealthier will likely be overrepresented in the data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The government has responded to this concern by 

indicating they would increase the number of citizens 

who receive the questionnaire. They claim that this 

will correct any sampling errors that might result from 

the lack of mandatory responses. Although the gov-

ernment’s solution addresses the potential for de-

creased responses, is does not attend to the problem 

that some vulnerable sectors of society are still less 

likely to complete a voluntary survey.   

The change to the Long Form Census has caused con-

cerns related to the comparability aspect of data col-

lected over time. Without the longitudinal statistics, 

those who utilize census information will be unable to 

make sound decisions related to programming, educa-

tion and planning. Without census data, “validity and 

reliability will be severely weakened. 

As a result of the methodological changes, compara-

bility between 2011 income, education and employ-

ment levels and census data from other years will be 

compromised and the ability to do longitudinal analy-

sis will be lost .” (2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statistics Canada is the only source for comprehen-

sive, systematic, consistent, country wide data. The 

high calibre of information provided through the data 

collected from the Long Form Census is not currently 

available anywhere else.  

The consequences: What will happen as a result of the changes? 

“Prior to making changes to the census 
long form, Statistics Canada conducted 
a study comparing the real results of 
the 2006 census to simulated results 
accounting for selection bias of a volun-
tary survey. There were many biases in 
the data”. (2) 
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The proposed changes to the Statis-
tics Canada data collection will affect 
many groups locally. The Long Form 
Census data is used by many divi-
sions within communities for plan-
ning purposes.  

 

Community Program Planners use 
the demographic information col-
lected through the Long Form Cen-
sus to plan their programs according 
to the needs of various sectors 
within the population. Without ac-
cess to the detailed information ob-
tained through this source, effective 
planning could not take place in any 
meaningful way. For example, to cre-
ate opportunities for the aging popu-
lation, planners need statistics to de-
termine how many seniors live 
where. This information is only avail-
able through the data collected by 
the Long Form Census.  Locally, a 
community planner stated, “Our 
health care system requires that we 
provide more and more supports for 
people to age at home as they live 
longer and longer – so we need de-
tailed info about where they live and 
who their caregivers are (3).” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Educational Institutions use the 
Long Form Census data as it relates 
to the population, social, cultural, 
socio-economic, and physical aspects 
of communities.  The data related to 
the ages, languages, and numbers of 
children help with planning how 
many classrooms and schools are 
required to manage changing com-
munity demographics. Post secon-
dary institutions also require infor-
mation for their specific goals and 
objectives related to various projects.   

 

 

A local university administrator 
stated, “most of the projects and the-
sis-related work depends on having a 
deep understanding of the commu-
nity… the house, the street, the 
neighbourhood, the district, the 
ward, the city, and the region…
without such information, design 
and architecture becomes limited and 
generic - not meeting the specific 
needs and desires of residents and 
the community (4)”. 

  

Funders use Long Form census data 
to ensure they have adequate infor-
mation to make sound funding deci-
sions. In order for organizations to 
provide financial backing for various 
projects, they need to have a founda-
tion of information on which to 
make sound decisions.  They need 
access to information about the 
needs and requirements of specific 

communities and neighbourhoods. 
Without the information currently 
obtained through the Long Form 
Census data, funders will not have 
the necessary resources to make in-
formed decisions regarding financial 
support for projects nor will they be 
able to motivate others to also in-
vest. Locally, a funder indicated that, 
“the lack of reliable data from the 
census will hinder our knowledge of 
the community and our ability to not 
only grant but inspire donors to learn 
about the needs in the community 
and give back to our community 
(5)”.   

 

What effect will this have locally? 

“Social and community  
services agencies have lost 
one of the most valuable 
tools for advocacy and  

action”. (2) 
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Hundreds of organizations representing most seg-

ments of society have written letters to the Minister 

of Industry to ask that the decision to make the Long 

Form Census voluntary be rescinded. Articles have 

been printed in many papers in an effort to bring 

about public awareness regarding this important is-

sue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Numerous medical organizations have called on the 

Government of Canada to bring back the mandatory 

Long Form Census. The United Way Canada coor-

dinated a letter written to the Minister of Industry 

signed by twenty-three large organizations who want 

the decision reversed. Educational institutions, and a 

list of over thirty municipalities and associations, 

representing over ninety percent of Canadians, have 

called on the Government of Canada to bring back 

the Long Form Census. In an excerpt from a letter 

sent to Stephen Harper: “It is hard to imagine a de-

cision with a more damaging impact on Canada’s 

long term health, prosperity, and stability (6)”. All of 

this has been done and “yet the government refuses 

to reconsider its decision (7).” 

• Become informed and take action  

• Write letters to the Minister of Industry and contact 
your Member of Parliament 

• Discuss this issue with friends, family and colleagues 

• Join the ‘Keep the Canada Census Long Form’ 

   Facebook page or sign an online petition 

 
Find out more at: www.savethecensus.ca 

www.ccsd.ca  www.datalibre.ca 
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“…understanding the Social 
Determinants of Health in 
various communities is largely 
reliant on the ability to  
measure income, education 
and employment levels” (2) 

What Can You do?  


