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General Studies-2; Topic: Government policies and interventions for development in 
various sectors and issues arising out of their design and implementation. 
 

Reliable Public Data  
 
Introduction  

• Reliable and timely public data becomes important when evidence-based policymaking becomes the 
cornerstone of good governance. 

• Such data have a direct bearing on the state’s capability to design and implement programmes 
effectively.  

 
Public Data System 

• Among the emerging economies, India is credited to have a relatively robust public data system 
generated through its decennial Census and yearly sample surveys. 

• The coverage and reporting of Census data have improved since independence. 

• Though errors continue to be higher than in high-income countries, Census data are recognised for 
their reliability. 

 
Present Status 

• Despite having adopted latest data processing technologies, there has been a growing delay, 
sometimes by years, in the release of the collected data.  

o This renders such data less useful for policy intervention. 
o The delay also implies less public scrutiny and hence undermines accountability. 
o The government refrained from releasing the data collected through the Socio-Economic 

and Caste Census. 
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• There has been a slippage in the conduct of sample surveys. The statistical bureau has been revising 
the sample surveys almost every year. 

o One crucial sample survey is the quinquennial ‘Monthly Household Consumer Expenditure’ 
(MHCE). 

o The data provided through the MHCE surveys have been widely debated.  
o Such debates have led to refinement of the methods of data collection and made the data 

more robust. 

• The GoI has further postponed the decennial census in 2021 on the grounds of COVID-19. 

• It is important that the Census be conducted at the earliest and the results be made available to 
draw samples for the sample surveys in subsequent years. 

 
Concerns / Challenges 

• If digital data collection tools are to be used, several challenges need to be addressed.  

• Not conducting timely sample surveys affects the framing of policies relating to food and nutrition 
security, among others.  

• Given the significance of education and health in sustaining development, such lapses are 
disconcerting.  

• This is the first time that India has not conducted its decadal Census since the exercise began. 

• Unless these surveys are completed and the results announced, we will be left with a doctor 
prescribing medicines without diagnosis. 

 
Losing significance of Census 

• Census has lot of potential in policymaking and the exercise is not merely about counting the 
population.  

• The under-utilisation or non-utilisation of Census data, have limited the role of the Census in 
policymaking. 

• Its importance is further diminished when numerous large-scale surveys are funded by the various 
ministries of the Government of India. 

• The fundamental reason why the Census has lost significance is because the data collected are not 
disseminated on time, despite the use of technology.  

• The data on internal migration collected in the 2011 Census were made available to the public in the 
Economic Survey 2016-17. 

• Concerns now are only about counting castes and minorities, which will help political parties serve 
their own interests.  

 
Way Forward 

• In the absence of timely and reliable public data, users are increasingly relying on data provided 
through large-scale surveys conducted by the Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE). 

• However, users have raised questions about the design and data collection framework of the CMIE’s 
high-frequency household survey.  

• The onus is on the government to ensure that the data generation possibilities opened up by new 
technologies are embedded in a robust system of public data production and use. 

• The design of the Census can be improved. A digital Census would ensure better quality, coverage 
and quick results in this digital age. 
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