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July 16th sees the first release of results from the 2011 Census, including the number of residents in each English local 
authority.  The Census is so important because it is the most accurate count of population we have in England and it 
contains a wide range of socio-economic data vital for understanding our society.  Between Censuses we have accurate 
data on our populations at the start and end of life through registration of births and deaths – but migration, the third 
component of measuring population change, is difficult to estimate in the absence of a comprehensive population 
register.  This means that the further we get from the last Census, the more difficult it is to estimate the population in 
places like Oxford which have rapid population growth and high turnover due to people moving in and out of the city.  

An accurate measure of the population is important.  The state needs to allocate resources according to where its population 
is living, and public services need to plan accordingly.  An accurate population count is extremely important to social statistics 
– in order to understand whether cancer rates are high, or unemployment is low, or child poverty is increasing, one needs to 
know with accuracy the total population who could be affected.  That is why we look forward to – hopefully accurate – Census 
results next month, and why we will be closely watching the proposals for replacing the Census in future years.

This chart shows the population estimates and 
projections we currently have available for 
Oxford.  For 2011 they indicate that the city’s 
population may have been as small as 143,000 
or as large as 157,000 – a range of about 10% 
of the population.  Both of these figures were 
produced by the Office of National Statistics 
(ONS), using different methods for estimating 
migration (the smaller figure is their current 
official projection).  Surprisingly, the 2010-based 
ONS population projections show Oxford’s 
population on a downward trajectory, returning 
to 2001 levels by 2019 – a future trend which 
looks implausible.  We are inclined to put more 
faith in a projection produced by the Greater 
London Authority on behalf of Oxfordshire 
County Council, which uses trends in housing 
development to estimate and project population 
growth.  These figures show Oxford’s population 
on a steady upward trend somewhere in the 
middle of the ONS range.  
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