What are the shortcomings of African population data? Why is it important for such data to be reliable?
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A typical appendix of an official report produced by any number of governmental or non-governmental organisations will contain a table in which one of the columns states the number of people that are said to live in a particular area. This information will sometimes be given with a warning to its possible inaccuracy, but these tentative footnotes only hint at the complicated, problematic nature of population data. As the numbers that are supposed to reveal how many people live in particular area are frequently used in a very wide variety of contexts, it is important to evaluate both their reliability and validity. As will be discussed presently, there are significant problems, both practical and theoretical, with the collection and application of population data; problems which may have profound repercussions in certain situations.

Counting people is difficult. The most obvious way of calculating how many people live somewhere is to count each person individually; a census. Censuses, however, have a whole host of problems, both general and specific to Africa. Perhaps most significantly, they are expensive. Collecting data from each person individually and then processing the data collected is requires considerable resources, a ‘luxury’ often not available to poorer countries. The cost also means that censuses are only conducted infrequently, even in the richer West. The problem with the information being out-of-date is compounded by the fact that it often takes a considerable length of time for the data, after it has been collected and complied, to be published. For a Western country with a relatively stable population, this can represent a minor problem, but for an African country, with rapid population growth, a changing population structure and a large degree of migratory activity, a time lag of several years can prove to be a fatal flaw. 

Various problems exist that are specific to less developed societies. A predominantly rural population, for example, makes census taking difficult, especially if some settlements are inacessible, or only accessible at certain times of year. Areas with temporary, ad-hoc housing arrangements, like those found on the outskirts of many African cities are also difficult environments in which to take an accurate census, especially if the legal status of these areas is questionable. Census-takers might not always be well-received; as representatives of a disliked government, or feared as tax-collectors and so on, they might well struggle to elicit a cooperative response from their subjects. Finally, it is obviously almost impossible to conduct a census in an area of conflict; and if that conflict is a prolonged one, such as in Somalia, the existence of millions of people may go unrecorded for many years.

Another factor that mitigates the accuracy of population surveys is the political nature of the data produced. It could well be in the interests of various groups to overstate or understate the population of a given area. Grove provides a good example of this, as he explains how political power and economic resources in 1960s Nigeria were partly allocated on the basis of the population of the regions, which led to them “attempting to push up…[their] numbers to get ‘a bigger slice of the cake’”
.

Another possible cause of manipulation of population statistics might stem from a desire to under-represent rural populations. Most national political power in Africa is concentrated in the urban areas; metropolitan centres which generally receive a greater share of the national income. The "deepening opposition between the interests of the cities and the interests of the rural areas"
, which Davidson describes, combined with Herbst observation that "even the wave of democratisation that swept Africa in the 1990s has not breached the centre-periphery divide...[as] few, if any, of the political parties that have come into existence since 1989 have strong rural roots" create a situation where the marginalisation of rural populations through manipulation of data is highly plausible, especially as the institutions responsible for such data are likely to be themselves part of the urban elite. 

More fundamentally, the assertion that a census produces an accurate representation of an African society must be critically examined. The census is particularly likely to fail if it is based on one conducted in a Western society, and has not been sufficiently adapted to reflect the very different social realities in Africa. For example, the British census divides people into households, with each one having a member who is responsible for supplying data regarding the other members as well as him or herself. This might be a reasonable method in Britain, but in a society where larger, extended families are not so clearly demarcated from one another, this might not be so useful. Similarly, the British model relies largely on self-completion; a strategy that is dependent on near-universal literacy. Yet another problem might be that some basic information is simply not known. A precise date of birth, for example, might not be known for an inhabitant of a village lacking accurate recording keeping. These factors are all capable of derailing a census, and producing misleading information.

There are also problems with making assertions from census data, even if the numbers themselves are accurate. If one were to have an accurate figure, n, for the number of people living in the Democratic Republic of Congo, for example, it might seem entirely reasonable to take that number and state that there are n Congolese citizens. This statement, however, would have a whole host of problematic connotations. Many of these citizens might have little or no meaningful link to Congolese society. The refugee camps outside the Rwanda border, for example, contain many people who are technically resident in the Congo, but they could hardly be said to be Congolese, however permanent their settlements have become.

Similar problems occur if attempts are made to sub-divide people into groups. It may well fit the imagination of the map producer to have people sub-divided into neat ethnic groups yet, as ever, the reality is more complicated. Ethnicity can also be a highly political issue; the identity cards which labelled most Rwandans as either Hutus or Tutsis were tragically influential in determining whether or not certain individuals survived the 1994 genocide
. 

Despite its problems, population data can be enormously useful, even essential, to a great number of activities. Any kind of social actor, be it an NGO or and government or other, which hopes to bring about change must first understand the present reality. Put simply, to understand where society is going, we must first know where it is.

Africa presents especially acute problems that require particularly effective solutions. For example, the tragedy of HIV/AIDS has created many serious issues for governments and other social actors to address. Apart from the obvious human tragedy of AIDS, the fact that HIV is more prevalent among the younger people has the potential to open a considerable ‘skills gap’ for future generations in key areas such as teaching and heath care
. If a response is possible to this serious problem, it must be accurately quantified; not least because certain external aid may only be accessible if programmes are seen to be thoroughly researched.

In areas of civil war, an example of the importance of population data can be found that is, if anything, even bleaker than that of the HIV epidemic. In states where prolonged conflict has led to the large civilian casualties, involvement of child soldiers, mass injury and death from landmines and so on, it is often difficult to measure the human cost precisely. If such data is unavailable, the response of the international community is likely to be mitigated by confusion and a poverty of reliable knowledge. Such a problem can, tragically, perpetuate a disastrous situation.
Population data is, and will continue to be for the foreseeable future, flawed. The processes involved in its collection are far from perfect, and if applied unwisely, even accurate data can be profoundly misleading. While these factors do mitigate the usefulness of population data, the information remains crucial to a great number of important activities. The task of social scientists and geographers must, therefore, be to collect and process data in a way that minimises the flaws as far as possible, but also to ensure that the information is used in a cautious, sensible way.
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