
P
rime Minister Stephen Harper’s government has
neither the political authority nor the moral
authority to cancel the compulsory ‘long form’

questionnaire of the 2011 national census, and replace it
with a voluntary survey. 

The government may well have the constitutional and
legal authority to make such a major change, but to do so
without consultation, when parliament is not in session,
and against the advice of Statistics Canada: all can be
taken as a clear indication that the government realizes
that it is acting against the will of the nation.

Canadians have confirmed, through elections, that
while they wish Harper’s Conservatives to govern Canada,
the party has no mandate, as a minority government, to
make major changes with long-term consequences.

We know that the decision, to replace the detailed long
form census for 20% of households, originated in the
federal cabinet last December; the reason given was that
the form was ‘intrusive’ and asked detailed, and somewhat
personal questions, and that failure to complete it could
result in penalties up to a $1,000 fine or a six-month jail
term. But 33 million Canadians completed the census in
2006; 138,000 refused; as far as we know, nobody was
fined or jailed; the confidentiality of the data has never
been breached.

Because of the reliability of the data gathered through
the long form, it is used by governments, businesses, and
voluntary organizations at all levels to plan, make
decisions, evaluate results, and check their own surveys.
Harper’s government has already cancelled Statscan’s
Workplace and Employer Survey, Survey of Financial
Security, Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada,
and Participation and Activity Limitation Survey (of the
handicapped). The cancellation of the long form would
mean questionable reliability for virtually all social data in
Canada, no matter how it was collected, or by whom. A
change in the sampling method, introducing new and

unknown biases, makes comparison with past data
invalid; much of the value of past censuses is lost.

Reliable data is essential to Canada’s strength as a
nation. It is clear that Statscan’s long form census is as
much a part of Canada’s economic and social
infrastructure as the Trans-Canada Highway, the
Immigration Act, or the Canada Business Corporations
Act. Any change that damages the integrity or credibility of
the census introduces new risks for investors, new doubts
about the success of public and private social initiatives,
and new questions about taxation programs at all
government levels.

Canada’s governments have relied for many years on
what has come to be known as ‘evidence-based
decisionmaking’. The decision to substitute an uncertain
survey for the reliable long form is, ironically, a decision
without supporting evidence, and with plenty of evidence
that it would be a serious mistake. It carries in its train the
potential for many future years of public and private
decisions without reliable data, and for experimentation
rather than planning.

It has been argued that other nations ‘get along’
without census data, or are considering abandoning the
statutory census in favour of surveys or ‘data mining’ of
information collected by businesses or governments.
Many of these countries have developed extensive cross-
referenced records on individual citizens based on ‘identity
card’ systems. But what is more intrusive: the anonymity-
protected census, or extensive government records of
clearly identifiable individuals?

It is clear that a decision to degrade Canada’s census is
far more than a mere administrative tidying up. It is, in
fact, a dangerous attack on Canada as a rational nation.
We can only hope that the government is merely ignorant
of its real significance, and that it is not part of some
deliberate plan. The hapless Mr Clement, Minister of
Industry, is unfortunately caught between a Prime
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Minister who will neither debate nor take responsibility
for his decision, and a nation that appreciates how stupid
that decision is.

The Prime Minister must be reminded that, as the
leader of a minority government, he has a responsibility to
represent all Canadians, and he lacks the political
authority to impose his ideas upon them. After all, 65% of
them do not support him; his treatment of Parliament
could be characterized as ‘I double dare you’; and his
moral authority cannot survive his political tactics.

Does he have the guts to admit this mistake?   0
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