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Director’s Special Note 
 
A general population census is a critical pillar in the modern world of governance. It forms 

the foundation for policy planning, allocation of resources, and socio-economic 

development. Accurate and reliable census data can assist policymakers and governments 

at large in addressing critical service issues such as healthcare, education, infrastructure 

development and social services. Determining the various demographics, their locations 

and their specific needs are the very fundamental information that necessitates 

conducting a general population census. As societies grow and develop, census-derived 

data are essential for understanding current realities, predicting upcoming trends and 

drafting evidence-based policies for the future.   

 

Despite the evident importance of census, conducting a census is often met with certain 

skepticism in some parts of the world. Some of the factors that lead to skepticism originate 

from lack of trust in the governments in managing the data. Privacy issues rank as the 

number one concern in western societies, however political and ethnic concerns seem to 

be the leading factors in the developing and conflict-prone countries.   

 

Iraq, with its complex mix of ethno-religious population, and with its history of ethnically 

driven conflicts, and politically driven government actions, is set to conduct a general 

population census on November 20th, 2024.   

 

While the logistical aspects of the process are on track and well organized, the political 

atmosphere has not been prepared adequately. As recently as the past few days, KRG and 

KRI officials have voiced concern over the intentions behind the general population census. 

They often refer to the challenges Kurds face in the disputed territories and particularly in 
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Kirkuk. Iraqi government officials have consistently offered comforting messages to 

counter the concerns of the Kurds, however past experiences with the lack of trust in 

Kirkuk, related to article 140 of the Iraqi constitution, and central government’s lack of 

intention to implement the article, serve as backdrop to this upcoming census.   

Imad A. Farhadi 

 
 
Part I by Soleen Soran 

▪ What is a Census?  
▪ Data Collection Methods  
▪ International Guidelines: Key Rules That Countries Follow to Conduct 

a Proper Census 
▪ Data Storage and Use: How the Information is Kept Safe and Used for 

Planning 
 
 
Overview of the Census 

 
What is a Census? 

A census is a survey that counts important information about a region at any given time. Used 

by itself, the term usually refers to a general population census, which is data collected on 

every person living in the designated area the census is taking place in. The area and time the 

general population census is taking place in must be selected properly as it will serve as a 

checkpoint for data collection. Due to their expensive and complex nature, general 

population censuses are not taken often, in many countries they are taken every 10 years or 

when needed.1 

To get the most accurate results, a fixed questionnaire is used for interviewing, the questions 

can include name, sex, age, place of residence, birthplace, marital status, occupation, family 

https://innov8.channel8.com/author/soleen-soran
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ss1
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ss2
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ss3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ss3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ss4
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ss4
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#cc173f37-3f7f-4e60-b091-3a08de8abcfe
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composition, citizenship, language, ethnicity, religious affiliation, economic state, 

educational literacy or level of education, and more. 

General population censuses are vital as they provide a snapshot of a society at a specific 

time, capturing details that other data cannot. It creates a valuable database for comparing 

and understanding demographic, social, and economic changes, such as population growth 

rates, age and gender composition, and workforce ratio. General population censuses are 

very important for planning purposes. A country’s historical general population census data 

reveals population changes and offers insights into its history, politics, as well as future 

trajectory.     

Countries are always aiming to increase the general population census participation rate. For 

instance, in 2006, Australian citizens participated in the general population census online. In 

2011, they allowed citizens to report more detailed data by sending them in postal letters.2 

According to the United Nation, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, the essential 

features of a general population census are as follows;3 

1. Individual enumeration: A general population census ensures each person is counted 

individually, with details recorded separately. 

2. Universality within a defined territory: A general population census must cover a 

chosen defined area, including all people and housing within its scope, and collect all 

the detailed data requirements. Sampling, which is collecting data from a selected 

portion of the population to represent the whole, can be used if so agreed upon.  

3. Simultaneity: The data collection must be counted at a specific reference point in 

time, all at the same time, to ensure the accuracy of the data.  

4. Defined periodicity and small-area statistics: general population censuses should be 

completed regularly, ideally every 10 years, to have data on past trends and compare 

them with present trends, for better future planning.  

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#de60dd02-58b3-4d2e-a3a9-d8c01b862ae2
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#739a2ef5-bd56-4076-b8fa-2a726055736f
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5. Capacity to produce small-area statistics: It is necessary to collect detailed data on 

the population and housing characteristics down to the smallest geographic level 

possible, while ensuring confidentiality for individuals who may feel unsafe about 

giving away their information.  

Data Collection Methods   

The machinery used to analyze the results has a profound influence on the general population 

census. When data analyzing was done manually, complex questions were dismissed due to 

analysis limitations. Ever since the introduction of computerized data analysis this has 

changed, allowing quick and complex analyses, bringing forth a second revolution of census 

analysis systems. General population census data is collected using several methods, here 

are the most popular ones:  

1. Self-Reporting: In many regions, individuals are asked to complete general population 

census forms online, by mail, or in person.4 For instance, in the U.S. and the U.K., households 

receive questionnaires they can fill out and submit either digitally or via mail.5 

2. Field work: In some places in-person visits by trained census workers are the most optimal 

way to collect data. The field workers go door-to-door and ask a questionnaire to every 

family.6  

3. Rolling Census: This approach is used in countries such as France, the United States, and 

some EU member states. In this approach, instead of collecting data on a single day, 

information is gathered continuously over several years. Field workers visit different 

neighborhoods on a rotating schedule, allowing for regular updates. This approach helps 

track population changes accurately and keeps costs lower than a traditional general 

population census. 

To keep the census data updated, Administrative Records such as (birth, death and school 

records) are used to keep track of population status until the next upcoming general 

population census.   

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#80036685-c559-46ab-9208-cf534b8c272b
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#de0035d5-929c-4247-b152-dec60895fa5e
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#1c77d2b1-f194-4d4f-b17f-dccf550e90b3
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International Guidelines: Key Rules That Countries Follow to Conduct a Proper 

General Population Census. 

Every country has different regulations and guidelines to ensure the success and accuracy 

of their census. However, certain guidelines are commonly followed across many countries, 

including the following:  

 

Ensuring confidentiality is crucial for a general population census to succeed. Which is why 

it must be made clear that the only reason for collecting individual data is for statistics, and 

that there will be no sharing or leaking of identifiable personal information. The Fundamental 

Principles of Official Statistics states: “Individual data collected by statistical agencies for 

statistical compilation, whether they refer to natural or legal persons, are to be strictly 

confidential and used exclusively for statistical purposes.”7  

 

The United Nations recommends that all countries and regions around the world produce 

detailed population and housing statistics in different intervals of time, at least once every 10 

years. Keeping an updated population data analysis helps with many decision-making 

processes in a country which makes regular general population census necessary.  

 

Another international guideline that countries should follow when conducting a general 

population census is to avoid topics that may increase respondent burden, arouse 

fear/prejudice, or be used for political purposes, as these can negatively impact response 

rates and support for the census. Ask about topics that are generally recognized as being of 

basic value and defined according to regional and global standards.  

 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#2aaa18df-967a-4afe-87e9-d4538f584f91
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Countries should aim to align their general population census topics and classifications with 

international standards to ensure their data is comparable across borders. This allows nations 

to measure their census results against global benchmarks and maintain high-quality, 

relevant statistics. 

 

Data Storage and Use: How the information is kept safe and used for planning. 

General population census data is commonly used for development planning purposes, 

research, taxing, and marketing. For example, population data can determine where housing 

projects and schools should be constructed, where to develop transportation methods like 

highways and bus routes, and if development of more factories and job opportunities are 

needed.8 In some countries, census data determines how many representatives a certain 

minority needs to be fairly represented in the legislature. If a minority group has a large 

population, they may need more seats in parliament to ensure adequate representation.  

People who belong to marginalized groups find it difficult to give information on their 

ethnicity and religion background for fear of information leaks, exposing them to danger and 

discrimination.  

General population census data is stored online on secure servers, and it is crucial that these 

servers are strategically located and properly managed to ensure data protection. The United 

Nations recommends implementing security policies, certified by relevant authorities, to 

protect against hardware/software malfunctions and potential hacking and data theft. 

Although physical archives are used less frequently today, it is essential to secure a protected 

storage space for completed census forms throughout the entire process. Additionally, the 

UN advises that documentation about the census data and its usage conditions be made 

publicly available, ideally online, to promote transparency.9  

 
 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#4b704833-679d-4120-aa96-033942f87937
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#68e85d43-1592-46e3-a30d-e6a2c456c6ab
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Part II by Noor Omer 
▪ The Changing Face of Census 
▪ Iraq General Population Census 1927-2024 

▪ 2024 General Population Census: Key Background 
▪ Iraq General Population Census Data from 1957-1997 

▪ Expected Challenges and Limitations 
 
 
 

The Changing Face of Census  

Derived from Latin word Cen sere, which means to estimate, census taking10 began its roots 

in the ancient societies of Babylonian and later Chinese, Egyptians, Greek and Roman 

civilizations. In the past, governments conducted population census to determine the 

society’s power structure. The power structure was determined by the data from the census, 

which was based on three critical factors:11 the amount of tax to be paid, the eligibility of 

individuals to serve in the military, and the level of citizenship required based on one's 

income. As the political systems of governments shifted to democracies, the collected data 

from census was repurposed to help governments determine how many representatives a 

specific region will have in parliament, congress or national assembly based on the current 

population. Much has changed in the modern world of census. A modern population 

census12 is a foundational tool for governments to decide which policy path to pursue that 

serves the community best. Most importantly, census data is pivotal in budget allocations 

across different sectors of government13 as well as determining the level of industrial growth 

and the building of infrastructure of a country.   

 

 

 

 

https://innov8.channel8.com/author/noor-omer
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#no1
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#no2
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#no3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#no4
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#no5
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ab4e5e41-8f40-4717-9403-6e4ef42337c0
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#585990f7-6caa-4bba-b68d-e16ebdff3bea
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#e342e81a-a330-4c00-8aa2-934b60d448f6
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#2e336ff4-6f66-4236-bec8-5950c807d408
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Iraq General Population Census 1927-2024  

Iraq conducted general population censuses eight times, each ten years apart, from 1927 to 

1997. There is little information available about how Iraq conducted previous censuses or for 

what exact purpose the data was collected and utilized. Currently, Iraq has taken the initiative 

to conduct a general population census14 after several delays due to political instability and a 

volatile security situation. According to the Government of Iraq (GoI), the 2024 General 

Population Census will feature human development as its primary goal. Since this will be the 

first census in Iraq's history where electronic tablets are used to collect the data, the Iraqi 

government has teamed up with the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) to assist with 

the technical aspects of the general population census. According to UNFPA, the general 

population census is pivotal to equip the country with accurate demographic information, 

facilitate effective policymaking, and promote inclusive growth. 

 

2024 General Population Census: Key Background15  

▪ Census date: November 20 (curfew mandate continuation till Nov 21)  

▪ 2024 general population census will be Iraq’s first census in 27 years  

▪ Implemented by: Iraqi Ministry of Planning (MoP) 

▪ Partner organization: the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)16 

▪ Estimated population (MoP): 46 million (Growth at annual rate: 2.5%)17  

▪ Census operations: electronic tablets used to collect the data (using online 

platforms/software that will store the data digitally)   

▪ Field researchers/counters: around 7,400 (trainees), 17 000 counters in the KRI18  

▪ Preliminary results announcement: within 24 hours   

▪ Survey: 11 detailed sections (70 questions)   

▪ Cost projections: approximating 300 billion IQD19   

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ac637300-9f6d-4123-9658-6aafd6fd3ad0
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#f8704d41-8083-4a6e-955f-1a4ab8be69b2
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#64fe275e-76f3-489e-8dec-6af3e818716a
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#5e222435-efe7-49e9-bda5-9dfa873d3d20
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#c80d37c0-aca8-41d2-ab0f-9b0fd71ce532
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#3e20a023-c51c-467b-b0bd-7f56ee504223
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Table 1: Iraq general population census data from 1957-1997. Source: KRI Ministry of 

Planning 

 
Table 2: Current data assumptions regarding gender ratio for 2024 in Iraq by Ministry of 
Planning. Source: KRI Ministry of Planning. 
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Expected Challenges and Limitations  

The 2024 general population census has sparked critical debate regarding its conduct, 

particularly the questions that are included in the survey. Ethnicity was one of the main 

questions that was anticipated to be asked in the census. However, the general population 

census will rule out any chance of determining the ethnic origins of Iraqi citizens due to 

politically pre-agreed-upon criteria. Tribal linkage questions will not be included either. 

Besides the cultural, ethnic sensitivity challenges, some other limitations are expected, 

especially given that this is the first Iraqi general population census that utilizes electronic 

devices to carry out the census. Counting more than 40 million people is certainly a massive 

undertaking. Since the beginning of the process, timeliness has undoubtedly been a crucial 

concern for the success of the process. Most importantly, how the collected data is stored 

comes at the core of this census. How the Iraqi authorities plan to store the data while 

securing it from hands that might use it for other purposes has not been disclosed. Other 

challenges or limitations20 of conducting general population census in general relate to: 

▪  hired clerks that are being overwhelmed with workload.  

▪ unavailability of citizens in some households (or access to highly secured houses and 

apartments). 

▪ repeated counts of individuals or inaccurate representations of their data. 

▪ absence of power banks for the electronic tablets. 

▪  technology-related issues (i.e. system failures and data breaches).  

▪ poor preparation among citizens.   

▪ in some cases, unpaid allowances in the private sector.   

 
 
 
 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#8f14a35b-0118-41c7-be79-d99a011b374d
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Part III by Roman Jamal 
▪ Impact of Iraq’s General Population Census on Policy and Economy 

▪ Iraq's General Population Census and Political Struggles 
▪ Economic Indications and Challenges for Iraq's General 

Population Census 
 
 
Impact of Iraq’s General Population Census on Policy and Economy 

The general population census, conducted every ten years, is one of the most complex and 

influential peacetime exercises. Its broad scope and overarching nature necessitate detailed 

cautious planning, resource allocation, training of many enumerators and awareness 

campaigning. The process of careful monitoring and analyzing the resulting data can be a 

significant challenge in itself. General population census data can be critical in governance, 

policy-making, and economic analysis as the generated data is concerning demographics 

including age, sex, wealth, spatial distribution, and socioeconomic characteristics.   

 

For Iraq, emerging from decades of instability, violence and tension, the general population 

census represents a complex landscape showcasing both risks and opportunities. 

Announced by the Iraqi Prime Minister Muhammad Shia’ Al-Sudani in 2023, the upcoming 

general population census is a key component of a five-year national development plan. The 

Iraqi Ministry of Planning will oversee the general population census, with logistical support 

from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA).21 On a regional and global scale, the 

UNFPA helps in resource mobilization and modernizing general population census 

methodologies, as well as strengthening capacity through the Population Data Thematic 

Fund, introduced in 2020.22 While the program delivers financial support to national 

statistical offices for general population census applications, UNFPA’s contribution to Iraq 

https://innov8.channel8.com/author/roman-jamal
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#rj1
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#rj2
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#rj3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#rj3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#d35b118a-a8af-459d-9be9-0f17a24fd6d3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#e2385c8e-541b-47ec-9e08-4df30431472e
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have only facilitated study tours, training programs, the exchange of expertise, and the 

provision of GIS data of Iraq’s governorates.  

 
 
Iraq's General Population Census and Political Struggles 

The fate of Kirkuk and Article 140 of the Iraqi constitution sit at the center stage of the play, 

and have long been central to Iraq’s political landscape, given the city’s strategic importance 

as both an oil capital and a backbone for prolonging national stability. Since the formation of 

the new Iraqi government in 2005, the nationwide general population census has been 

repeatedly postponed, largely to avoid sparking political tension over Kirkuk and the other 

disputed territories of the north of the country. The planned 2010 general population census 

never took place because there could not be any conducted status referendum until Iraq 

determines who is eligible to vote in Kirkuk, a process that requires an accurate population 

count, which the general population census would have provided. At the same time, the new 

cabinet members found themselves at a stalemate aiming for control over Iraq’s northern oil 

field which accounted for 40% of the country’s proven oil reserves at the time, further 

complicating the situation.23 The need for a power-sharing agreement among the ethnic 

Arab, Turkmen and Kurds was clear. The reality was that the general population census was 

intrinsically linked to political maneuvering, as both power and financial resources are tied to 

the number of people living in each area.  

 

History is repeating itself, as the general population census of 2024 will exclude questions 

about ethnic identity due to its sensitive and contested nature. The head of the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party (KDP)’s office in Kirkuk, Mohammed Kamal has, openly rejected the idea of 

the 2024 general population census, calling for a delay until Article 140 is fully addressed and 

implemented.24 Similarly, Shakhawan Abdullah, the deputy speaker of the Iraqi parliament, 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#3e2d4bdc-d2a5-45b6-bee2-59b5bb86d1c1
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#9f2d4103-41db-4166-a112-6b39b2d07863
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commented that the general population census process in Kirkuk and the disputed territories 

must reflect accurate and fair representation. Abdullah pointed out that the Iraqi Ministry of 

Planning has pledged to set up a data center in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) which he 

believes is crucial. Additionally, Abdullah stated that the 1957 general population census 

data for Kirkuk will serve as the baseline until the issue of territorial status is resolved.25   

 

 
 
Figure 1: The disputed territories of Iraq Source: DW  
 
 
Sectarianism is having its fair share in the dispute, and it further complicates the situation. 

Iraqi journalist Yahya Al-Kubaisi has argued that Shiite political factions are attempting to 

suppress demographic data that may compromise the estimates of Iraq's Shiite Muslim 

majority.26 In this context, the produced numbers by the general population census will have 

narrative claims utilized as a subject of political manipulation. Political analyst Basil Al-

Kadhimi's assessment was that the political parties will try to exploit the data to assemble the 

largest share of national resources for securing influence.27 In response, the Iraqi 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#62163c54-94fb-41af-8337-6ae798cb97d3
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#9cbd148e-acf4-4d9b-bbad-f665e47068bf
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#ffe44906-09e8-4fba-9665-f6aa68cb1921
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government has defended the integrity of the general population census process, citing the 

decision by Iraq’s Federal Supreme Court that removes the ethnicity criteria. This ruling was 

followed by an agreement between Iraq’s Shiite and Kurdish political parties in 2020, which 

was endorsed by UNFPA.28  

 

Economic Indications and Challenges for Iraq's General Population Census 

Economic activities of the population are of the most important investigative subjects of 

general population censuses. In most countries, the general population census is regarded as 

the primary source for collecting comprehensive data on labor force resources and their 

utilization. Therefore, the general population census presents an opportunity for economic 

growth particularly in the KRI.  

The general population census data can be a valuable tool for business forecasting, helping 

to identify areas where businesses are likely to thrive using the population size as an 

advantage. The profits from this could contribute to an improvement in tax revenue for the 

government. However, Iraq currently lacks a formal taxation system, and there are no clear 

plans to implement one in the near future, making it difficult to utilize general population 

census data for such purposes.   

The potential economic benefits of the general population census were addressed by Abdul-

Zahra Al-Hindawi, spokesperson of the Iraqi Ministry of Planning. Al-Hindawi explained that 

the data collected from the general population census could be used to create a 

comprehensive map of the Iraqi governorates, enabling the government to make more 

informed decisions and guarantee adequate provisions for the social amenities.29 This will 

facilitate fair distribution of resources and revenues based on accurate population data.  

Abdul Rahman Al-Sheikhli, an economist, asserted that the five-year development plan by 

the Iraqi government must leverage data collected from the general population census for its 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#640c5a58-2b14-41af-9831-17546e79d26e
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#dcdb1bfe-9acc-4b75-9805-da7921f7cac8
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succession. Al-Sheikhli emphasized that the general population census results can help in 

shaping a sustainable strategy to serve Iraq's economy by enabling more accurate resource 

allocations.30 The cost of conducting the general population census remains a speculative 

issue due to its extensive nature. Abdul Salam Hussein, a researcher of economics, became 

particularly focused on this concern, drawing analogies between the general population 

census and the 2022 tax trust embezzlement, given that the projected cost of the general 

population census may reach billions of dollars. In his analysis, Hussein questioned the 

necessity of this high expense, proposing an alternative which is carrying out the general 

population census during elections or through collaboration with public and private 

facilities.31  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#caded8bd-1947-466c-8e2f-31f9764ec995
https://innov8.channel8.com/2280#33bf6b2a-c30d-41d1-b952-415c611de419
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