Census takers prepare to map India's millions

The largest number-crunching exercise in world history is expected to count more than a billion people.

In the office where Jayant Kumar Banthia works there is a list of names on the wall. Most of them are forgotten British civil servants - E A Gait and W C Plowden, for example - whose ungarlanded endeavours helped to shape the contours of an empire. 

But Mr Banthia, India's census commissioner, has a bigger task ahead of him than they did. Over the next three weeks, he is the man responsible for carrying out what is destined to become the largest statistical exercise in human history - India's latest, epic census. 

"We have been putting in hard work over the last four years to ensure that every geographical area is covered," Mr Banthia said yesterday. "You can't afford to miss a single village - even it if it is in deep forest, in the Himalayas, in the desert, or surrounded by river." 

India has held a census every decade since 1872, a series unbroken by war and civil strife. But this latest census differs from the 14 previous ones in the breadth of its ambition. Some 2m enumerators, most of them local teachers, set off yesterday to visit households in 650,000 villages and 5,500 Indian cities. They are expected to cover the subcontinent, for £25 each, by camel, moped, canoe and on foot. 

"They are very sincere. They are local people with familiar faces who are respected," the commissioner said. Their immediate aim between now and February 28 is to confirm what most demographers already agree on: that India is now home to more than a billion people, one sixth of the planet's population. 

The last census, in 1991, recorded a population of only 846m. This time the census-takers will be asking new questions - on disability, age at marriage, employment and commuting patterns. It is bigger and more detailed than China's census, completed last October and it is being carried out in 16 languages. The idea is to build up a portrait of a nation undergoing largely unmapped change. 

The census coincides exactly with a new period of economic liberalisation over the last decade, and with increased migration from villages to towns, Mr Banthia said. 

The census may also confirm several dismal trends. In at least three Indian states, Punjab, Haryana, and Uttar Pradesh, the ratio of women to men is alarmingly low - way below the national level of 927 women to 1,000 men. The scarcity of women can, it seems, be attributed to widespread female infanticide in rural areas. 

India's influential Parsis, meanwhile, who fled Iran several centuries ago, are waiting to see whether the census confirms what elders have long feared: that their community is dying off because of emigration and a reluctance to marry. 

Lieutenant-general A M Sethna, of India's national commission for minorities, yesterday urged all Parsis to take part in the census. In an open letter he asked: "Is the Zoroastrian community alive and thriving? Are newborn babies replacing the older members who die so that the community numbers remain stable and grow?" 

The census is also expected to show that India's literacy rate has risen - though it is not clear by how much. In 1991 only 64% of men and 39% of women could read. As in previous surveys, respondents are asked to give their religion, and to identify whether they are members of a scheduled "caste" or "tribe". For the first time slumdwellers are being included. 

The data from this vast exercise are expected to be crunched next month. Mr Banthia predicts an accuracy rate of 98.3%. "Compared to some western countries we are doing a very good job," he said. The snowbound areas of India - Jammu and Kashmir and foothill villages in the Himalayas - have already been surveyed and the census will be "rescheduled" in districts flattened by last month's earthquake in the western state of Gujarat, which is thought to have killed at least 30,000. 

"Psychologically people there may not respond at the moment," Mr Banthia admitted. But the census commissioner said he drew "inspiration" from his unsung British colonial predecessors, whose careful and thorough methodology he has inherited. "When I look at Mr Richy who carried out the 1901 census, he was dealing with only 200m people," he said. "But his area was more. One shouldn't forget he had Pakistan too, as well as Aden and Burma." 
