United Sates Government

MEMORANDUM                       

DATE:January 19, 1977

TO
: AA/PHA, Dr. Fred 0. Pinkham

FROM : PHA/POP, R. T. Ravenholt

SUBJECT: A.I.D. Population Program Data Needs and the Bureau of the Census 

During the last decade this Office has provided fiscal support to the U. S. Bureau of the Census for a set of activities designed to support A..I.D.'s population program, which until the current year totaled more than $15 million. These funds were provided to the Census Bureau because of the very small number of personnel positions allotted A.I.D.'s Office of Population and because technical staff could readily be recruited to this task at the Census Bureau.

For a number of years the Office of Population depended rather fully upon the Census Bureau for demographic inputs to its annual report, "Population Program Assistance", and for other demographic and statis​tical services; and in the early years of this relationship the form and nature of the Census Bureau demographic contributions were accepted without much question by this Office.

But as population and family planning programs evolved and our need to know what was happening demographically in each continent and country became more urgent we gradually became more specific in our requests for demographic data.

For example, in 1972 we asked the Census Bureau to present all countries of the world upon a single page, arranged by continent and birth rate, so that we could achieve a holistic view of world fertility. When this was done (Table 1) we noticed excessive heaping of stated birth rates at certain values, e.g. 44 and 50. Thereupon, we became additionally interested in the procedures employed for estimation of birth rates in countries with poor demographic data; and as we discovered and pointed out the inadequacies of these data and the mechanisms employed by the Census Bureau for making these estimates, they responded by providing fluctuating birth rate ranges for many countries with poor data.

But for reasons of scientific accuracy in communications and unwieldi​ness when aggregating world population data, such undefined use of variable or fluctuating ranges was inadequate for our needs, (as stated in Exhibit 1) and so we prevailed upon the Census Bureau to modify their presentation to distinguish between countries for which accurate birth data were available and those for which no such data were available. For the latter countries we asked that the Census Bureau simply place them in the most likely 5 point category and indicate by an asterisk that the exact birth rate was unknown.

During the eight years from 1968 to 1975 this Office and the Census Bureau worked together in collegial and generally harmonious fashion on many tasks of mutual interest; and a number of the Census Bureau staff, such as John Chao, provided very vital help in developing new techniques of analysis and presentation and comprehensive reports of world demographic data. (Exhibit 2)

But since the retirement of Dr. Ed Goldfield in Mid-1975 major problems have emerged with respect to the A.I.D. and Census Bureau relationship, which are continuing.

Although some of these difficulties are no doubt due to certain personality clashes, I now perceive that many of the difficulties derive from fundamental evolutionary changes in A.I.D. program needs and the growing inability of Census staff to provide the kinds of assistance urgently needed.

I become increasingly aware that because we have key responsibility for programming the majority of international population program assistance and because we operate at the hub of the most extensive and intensive programming and communications network in the population field -- with information flowing in from A.I.D. Missions, Embassies, country programs and intermediary organizations -- we often receive vital demographic and program information considerably in advance of its being generally available to the demographic and academic fraternity. In fact, not infrequently when we receive advance information concerning emerging demographic data we are requested to hold it closely until confirmed or published by the host government.

Furthermore, the Demographic. Division of the Office of Population now has a nucleus of unusually talented, experienced and dedicated demographers who are better informed on what is happening to world fertility patterns and how changes in these patterns relate to family planning programs, than any other group of demographers of which I have knowledge.

Much of this expertise derives from having been deeply involved with the creation and work of key intermediary organizations. Simultaneously with the emergence of a strong nucleus of demographic expertise within the Office of Population, has come a compelling need for this Office and Bureau and Agency to actually make best analyses of existing demographic data and report these findings and estimates to the Executive Branch, the Congress and to the public. (Exhibit 3) 

Although some have argued that A.I.D. could not be relied upon as the scorekeeper in the population programs game, because of a vested interest in program success, I would argue that A.I.D. has an inescapable need for-the most accurate possible knowledge of program impact, or lack thereof; that regardless of what other mechanisms may be employed to double check program impact, the Agency has the most urgent need. And I would further state that any possible short term advantage A.I.D. might reap by manipulation of data, would surely redound to our disad​vantage in the long run; and our prime interest is the long run. Furthermore, as new data now emerge from many countries with programs, we ordinarily use figures and estimates developed and accepted by the governments of those countries.

This Agency has taken many initiatives during the last decade to strengthen world demographic data: much has been accomplished but much more remains to be done. To move most strongly and well in this field during the next decade we propose the following eight point population data program:

1. Strengthen the capacity of A.I.D. to collect, analyze and use latest fertility and other demographic data, especially from those countries where A.I.D. is providing substantial population and other developmental assistance:

a.
Establish an A.I.D. Population Data Task Force under the Chairmanship of the Assistant Administrator for Population and Humanitarian Assistance with membership from PPC, SRD, TAB, the geographic bureaus and the Department of State; with the Office of Population, especially the Demographic Division, serving as Secretariat. This Population Data Task Force should meet at least quarterly for in depth review of emrging demographic data and the demo​graphic status of selected countries . Key people from outside the Agency, e.g. NAS, the Census Bureau, NCHS and the Congress, would be invited to participate on an ad hoc basis.

b. Strengthen the capabilities of the Demographic Division of the Office of Population by adding several positions.

2. Focus those activities of the U. S. Census Bureau supported by A.I.D. more sharply and fully upon the improvement, support, analysis and reporting of demographic data generated by national censuses. Much of this action should be geared to the 1980 round of censuses, especially in Africa.

3. Continue strong support for the World Fertility Survey. In addition to the national representative sample surveys of fertility and fertility control behavior already in progress or planned more serial surveys should be done in the most populous countries where more accurate knowledge of family planning program impact is needed.

4. Continue support for International Registration Project of the National Center for Health Statistics, to assist developing countries with strengthening their vital registration systems.

5. Continue support for the Population Institute of the East-West Center and its activities relative to national censuses and fertility surveys in Pacific basin countries.

6. Continue strong support for the United Nations and those offices therein most concerned with generation and analysis of demographic data, especially in Africa.

7. Further develop and support the International Demographic Project of the National Academy of Sciences, which will consist of a secretariat of outstanding demographers and a Blue Ribbon Panel of America's most distinguished demographers who will provide consensus views on world demographic data and status at periodic intervals. These NAS views and reports can be used by all relevant units in A.I.D. and the Administrator to buttress Agency knowledge and perspectives on demographic matters

to help resolve any demographic issues.

8. Plan and support a series of high level conferences on the status of world demography most relevant to development assistance and for the thorough airing of demographic issues; with publication and broad dissemination of latest demographic information and consensus views. This eight-point program of demographic action by A.I.D., as indicated above, should achieve fairly rapid and solid improvement in demographic knowledge and our ability to accurately measure the impact of A.I.D. development assistance.
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United States Government

MEMORANDUM                                                                                                 May 20, 1976
To: Mr. Daniel B. Levine, Associate Director, Bureau of the Census Washington. D. C. 20233 

From: R.T. Ravenholt, Director, Office of Population, Population and Humanitarian Assistance Bureau

Dear Dan:

Responding to your letter of 5 May 1976, I wish to indicate that your proposed acknowledgement to A.I.D. in your publication, "World Population: 1975; Recent Demographic Estimates for the Countries and Regions of the World"
, is hereby approved with reservation.

As I peruse the manuscript for your publication, I reflect upon the past decade of working along together to improve demographic data for many countries in the world:

During the latter 1960's I accepted the data prepared by the Bureau of the Census each year without much detailed thought or criticism. But then, as I began to delve into the sources and quality of the individual country data more deeply, especially since 1970, I discovered to my dismay that our Demographic Emperor had very little clothes on -- that many of the estimates and indeed the ways in which the estimates were made were of inadequate quality for our purposes. To some extent it was that realization that caused me to originate action toward the World Fertility Survey now coming on stream. While appreciative of the considerable talents and dedicated work which a number of your people have applied to the production of the current volume, it falls short of our needs mainly on two counts:

1. For many of the countries you give a range of estimates with respect to birth rates and death rates. For example, the Bangladesh birth rate 47-49 and death rate 16-20; and for the Philippines similarly a birth rate of 41-44 and death rate of 11-14.

As an epidemiologist I would submit that you actually need more specific knowledge to demarcate a floating range, e.g. 41-44 or 11-14 than you do to make a single estimate such as 42 or 12. And I would submit you do not have such refined data which permit you to demarcate the ranges of your estimates. The depiction of the ranges of an estimate by sleight of hand from fragmented data insufficient to give a single estimate is, I would submit, quite different from the sorting of estimates into fixed ranges such as 30-34, 35-39, 40-44, 45-49. The latter is a quite legitimate and easily understood process whereas the former implies a refinement of knowledge not possessed.

2. For a number of important countries such as Indonesia and the Philippines your estimates of the birthrate for 1974 of 41-43 and 39-42 respectively are grossly at variance with the estimates of this Office and the foremost statisticians in those countries. We realize there is a considerable lag in the acquisition of demographic data, but this is precisely why there is a compelling need for rather exquisite sensitivity to emerging data rather than adherence to the traditional practice of making projections from fragments of old and poor data. It is this ongoing practice by some of your demographic analysts which renders their work not only obsolete but counterproductive from our point of view.

We have come to that point in the evolution of programs and fertility data that I no longer have confidence that many of your estimates represent the latest best estimates for vital rates in the developing countries. Only if we can somehow once again achieve a harmony of purpose and method is there any basis for our funding of a special unit at Census to prepare estimates for us. Unless we can once again achieve such a harmonious working relationship, I must look to my own staff or other organizations for the demographic assistance we need.

With best wishes,

Sincerely,


R. T. Ravenholt



cc: AA/PHA, F. Pinkham 

PHA/PRS, D. McMakin 

PHA/POP, W. Boynton J. Brackett
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