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Preparing India for a Credible Digital Census

& The Hindu 21 May 2026

TH The Hindu 5tags ¥

; INTERVIEW ANGLE

é

"After a 16-year delay, India’s first digital and caste-inclusive Census is finally underway.
What are the three biggest risks to its credibility, and which one would you prioritise if you

were Census Commissioner?"

EDITORIAL SUMMARY:

The Hindu argues that Census 2027 — India’s first since 2011, the first fully digital enumeration, and the first to
include caste since 1931 — is the most consequential demographic exercise in independent India’s history. Its
credibility, on which welfare targeting, reservation policy and delimitation will rest for a decade, depends on
rigorous enumerator training, simplified questionnaires, robust data-privacy safeguards and procedural

firewalls against political manipulation or under-counting of marginalised groups.

A CENSUS AFTER SIXTEEN YEARS

India’s decennial census, conducted continuously since 1881, has missed only one cycle — the one due in 2021.

COVID-19 forced an initial postponement, but subsequent delays were administrative rather than
epidemiological. The result is a 16-year gap between Census 2011 and Census 2027 — the longest interval since

the exercise began in colonial India.

The cost of that gap is not abstract. Every major welfare programme — the Public Distribution System,
MGNREGA, the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana, PM-Kisan, the Jal Jeevan Mission, Saubhagya — has been
working with 2011 baseline data for over a decade. Urban populations have grown, internal migration has
reshaped state demographics, and household composition has shifted in ways that the 2011 frame can no longer
capture. The legitimacy of beneficiary lists, the accuracy of resource allocation, and the precision of the Finance

Commission’s devolution formulas have all been eroded by the missing decennial update.
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THE ARCHITECTURE OF CENSUS 2027

Census 2027 will be conducted under the Census Act 1948 and the Census Rules 1990, by the Registrar

General and Census Commissioner of India (RGI) under the Ministry of Home Affairs.

Reference Dates

REFERENCE
REGION

DATE
Most of India March 1, 2027
Snow-bound non-synchronous areas (UT of Ladakh, snow-bound parts of J&K, Himachal October 1, 2026

Pradesh, Uttarakhand)

Two-Phase Design

PHASE PERIOD COVERAGE

House-listing and Housing April-September Building stock, household amenities, asset ownership

Census 2026

Population Enumeration February 2027 Individual demographic, socio-economic and caste
data

Digital First

For the first time, Census 2027 will be fully digital. Approximately 34 lakh enumerators — the largest
peacetime mobilisation of state machinery — will use a mobile application that uploads data directly to RGI
servers. A self-enumeration portal will be available in 16 scheduled languages, allowing households to

fill their own forms before enumerator verification.

This is a structural shift from the paper-based exercises of 1951-2011. The digital architecture promises faster
data release (months rather than years) and richer cross-tabulation, but introduces new vulnerabilities —
connectivity gaps in remote areas, app reliability, data security, and the risk that self-enumeration creates new

forms of misreporting.

THE CASTE ENUMERATION DECISION

The Union government’s decision, announced on April 30, 2025, to include caste enumeration in Census

2027 ends a near-century gap in official caste data.
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@ The last full caste census was the 1931 colonial enumeration. Independent India dropped caste
from the decennial Census on the principle of caste-blind governance, recording only the Scheduled

Castes and Scheduled Tribes.

e The Socio Economic and Caste Census (SECC) 2011 was administered outside the Census Act
and its caste data was never officially released; the Mandal Commission’s 52% OBC estimate has been

used for over four decades without statutory updating.

e Several states — Bihar (2023), Karnataka, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh — have conducted state-level

caste surveys, but these lacked the uniformity of a national Census Act exercise.
The 2027 caste enumeration will be foundational for several pending policy questions:

¢ OBC sub-categorisation: The Justice Rohini Commission report (2017, pending) requires
nationally representative caste data to allocate the 27% OBC reservation among more and less

advanced sub-groups.
® SC sub-classification: The Supreme Court’s 2024 judgment in State of Punjab v. Davinder Singh
overruled E.V. Chinnaiah v. State of A.P. (2005) and held that states may sub-classify within

Scheduled Castes for reservation purposes. The 2027 data will inform the empirical basis for such

sub-classification.

e The 50% reservation ceiling established in Indra Sawhney v. Union of India (1992) will face

renewed challenge if the OBC enumeration produces a population share materially higher than 27%.

THE DELIMITATION TRIGGER

Census 2027 will trigger the long-frozen delimitation of Lok Sabha and Assembly constituencies.

e Article 82 of the Constitution requires Parliament to enact a Delimitation Act after every Census to

readjust constituencies.

¢ The 84th Constitutional Amendment Act 2002 froze the existing seat allocation (based on the

1971 Census) until the first Census after the year 2026 — that is, until Census 2027.

e The 87th Constitutional Amendment Act 2003 further refined the freeze to allow internal
readjustment within states based on 2001 data, while keeping the overall inter-state seat allocation

frozen.

The political consequences are large. States that achieved replacement-level fertility decades earlier — Kerala,
Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh — risk losing Lok Sabha seats relative to high-fertility northern states
(Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan) if delimitation follows pure population proportionality.
This has reopened debates on federalism, fiscal devolution, and the constitutional design of representation

itself.
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CREDIBILITY RISKS

The credibility of Census 2027 depends on whether five risks are mitigated.

1. Enumerator Quality

Most of the 34 lakh enumerators will be temporarily deputed state government employees — primarily teachers.
Their familiarity with the digital application, the questionnaire and the caste classification system will
determine data quality. Inadequate training risks producing systematic errors that the digital backend cannot

correct.

2. Data Privacy

The Census collects sensitive personal data — religion, caste, language, occupation, household amenities,
disabilities, migration status. Alignment with the Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023 is essential.
The Census Act 1948 contains confidentiality provisions, but the 2023 statutory framework imposes additional
obligations on data fiduciaries — and the RGI, as the principal data fiduciary in this exercise, must

operationalise consent, purpose limitation, retention and breach notification frameworks.

3. Self-Enumeration Fraud

The self-enumeration portal allows households to enter their own data before enumerator verification. Without
adequate verification protocols, this could create new forms of misreporting — particularly on caste, where

individuals may be incentivised to report categories that confer reservation benefits.

4. Caste Questionnaire Wording

Caste lists vary across states; the same sub-caste may be classified differently across state lists. The wording of
the caste question, the use of state-specific dropdowns versus open-text fields, and the rules for matching
responses to existing OBC/SC/ST schedules will determine whether the data is comparable across states or

whether each state effectively conducts a different enumeration.

5. Under-Counting Marginalised Groups

Census enumeration has historically under-counted the homeless, migrants registered at one address but
residing at another, transgender persons (added as a separate category only in 2011), and tribal populations in
remote terrain. A digital, household-anchored exercise may worsen these gaps unless special enumeration

protocols are designed.

WAY FORWARD

The Hindu’s prescription centres on five institutional reforms:
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L Independent oversight through a parliamentary standing committee or the National Statistical
Commission, with the authority to review enumeration design, conduct field audits, and publish

independent reports.

2 Open publication of the pre-test phase — the trial enumeration conducted before the main
exercise — so that methodological choices and detected errors are publicly debated rather than

internally absorbed.

O A Census-specific privacy framework under the Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023,

covering data minimisation, retention limits, anonymisation protocols, and breach notification.

O Field-level grievance redressal so that persons excluded from enumeration — the homeless,
migrants, transgender persons, undocumented tribal residents — have a route to inclusion before

final tabulation.

© Anonymised micro-data release with privacy safeguards (k-anonymity, geographic aggregation),

so that researchers and policymakers can independently verify Census aggregates rather than depend

exclusively on RGI summary publications.

UPSC MAINS ANALYSIS

GS Paper 2 — Polity and Governance
¢ Constitutional framework: Article 82 (readjustment after each Census), Articles 81, 170, 327, 329, 332
on representation and constituency design
e Statutory framework: Census Act 1948, Census Rules 1990
® Delimitation: 84th CA 2002, 87th CA 2003, Delimitation Acts 1952, 1962, 1972, 2002

e Caste-based reservation jurisprudence: Indra Sawhney v. Union of India (1992) 50% ceiling, State of
Punjab v. Davinder Singh (2024) SC sub-classification, Justice Rohini Commission on OBC sub-

categorisation (2017, pending)
GS Paper 3 — Economy and Technology

e Digital governance: India Stack, Aadhaar, Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023, the digital

public infrastructure paradigm

e Welfare targeting: PDS, MGNREGA, PMAY, PM-Kisan, Jal Jeevan Mission — all dependent on

Census baselines

e Finance Commission devolution: state share of taxes depends on population, demographic

performance and other criteria
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Keywords: Census 2027, Census Act 1948, Registrar General of India, caste enumeration, SECC 2011, Justice
Rohini Commission, Davinder Singh 2024, Indra Sawhney 1992, 84th CA 2002, 87th CA 2003, Article 82,

delimitation, self-enumeration portal, Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023.

A Census is not a bureaucratic exercise; it is the empirical foundation of representative democracy. The
Hindu’s underlying argument is that institutional design, not technological sophistication, will determine
whether Census 2027 produces data that is trusted by states, courts, researchers and citizens. The mobile
application is the easy part. The hard part is building procedural firewalls that survive political pressure,
enumerator error and the gap between what self-respondents say and what enumerators verify. India can

afford a delayed Census once. It cannot afford a Census whose numbers everyone disputes.

Source: The Hindu

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

India’s 2027 Census — the first since Independence to enumerate
caste alongside fully digital data collection — carries
unprecedented stakes for welfare targeting, reservation policy and
constituency delimitation, and its credibility depends on
enumerator training, simplified questionnaires, robust data-
privacy safeguards and procedural firewalls against political
manipulation or under-counting of marginalised groups.

v SUPPORTING

¢ Census 2027 will be conducted under the Census Act 1948 and Census Rules 1990 by the
Registrar General and Census Commissioner of India (RGI) under the Ministry of Home
Affairs, with reference dates of March 1, 2027 for most of India and October 1, 2026 for
snow-bound non-synchronous areas of UT of Ladakh, snow-bound parts of J&K,
Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand.

* Itis India’s first fully digital Census — about 34 lakh enumerators will use a mobile
application, and a self-enumeration portal will be available in 16 scheduled languages,

marking a structural shift from the paper-based decennial exercises of 1951-2011.

* The Union government’s April 30, 2025 decision to include caste enumeration ends a
near-century gap in official caste data — the last full caste count was the 1931 colonial
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census, and the Socio Economic and Caste Census 2011 was not a Census Act
enumeration — making the 2027 data foundational for OBC sub-categorisation (Justice
Rohini Commission) and the post-Davinder Singh 2024 SC sub-classification

jurisprudence.

¢ Census 2027 will trigger the long-frozen delimitation exercise under Article 82 read with
the 84th and 87th Constitutional Amendment Acts, reshaping Lok Sabha and Assembly
seat allocation across states for the first time since 1976 and creating fiscal, political and

federal consequences that magnify the credibility stakes.

A COUNTER

A rushed digital rollout without adequate enumerator training, a robust data-privacy
framework aligned with the Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023, and grievance
redressal at the field level could produce a Census whose technical sophistication masks
under-counting of the urban poor, homeless, migrants, transgender persons and remote
tribal populations — eroding the legitimacy of subsequent reservation and delimitation

decisions.

— WAY FORWARD

Establish independent oversight through a parliamentary committee or the National
Statistical Commission; publish the pre-test phase results openly; codify a data-privacy
framework for Census micro-data under the DPDP Act 2023; institutionalise a field-level
grievance mechanism for excluded persons; train enumerators rigorously with state-specific
caste lists; and release anonymised micro-data with privacy safeguards so that researchers

and policymakers can independently verify aggregates.

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIzZ

“.'_
DV qakethe 21 May 2026 Quiz —

A_,g, MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
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"Census 2027 will be India’s first fully digital and caste-inclusive decennial enumeration after a 16-
year gap." Examine the institutional, technological and political safeguards required to make its data

credible for welfare targeting, reservation policy and delimitation. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Hindu argues that Census 2027 is the most consequential exercise of its kind in independent India’s
history because it combines three firsts — a 16-year gap since the last enumeration (the longest since
1881), the first fully digital data collection by the Registrar General of India, and the first caste
enumeration since the 1931 colonial census — and will trigger the long-deferred delimitation exercise
under the 84th and 87th Constitutional Amendments.

BODY

The architecture of Census 2027 is unprecedented. Under the Census Act 1948 and Census Rules 1990,
the Registrar General and Census Commissioner of India will conduct the exercise in two phases —
House-listing and Housing Census (April-September 2026) and Population Enumeration (February 2027)
— with reference dates of March 1, 2027 for most of India and October 1, 2026 for snow-bound non-
synchronous areas in UT of Ladakh, snow-bound parts of J&K, Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand.
About 34 lakh enumerators will use a mobile application and a self-enumeration portal will be available
in 16 scheduled languages — a structural shift from paper-based exercises. The decision announced on
April 30, 2025 to include caste enumeration ends a near-century gap; the Socio Economic and Caste
Census 2011 was administered outside the Census Act and its caste data was never officially released.
The stakes for welfare targeting are immediate — the Public Distribution System, MGNREGA, the
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana, PM-Kisan and the Jal Jeevan Mission have all been working with 2011
baseline data — and the stakes for reservation policy are structural, with the Justice Rohini Commission
report on OBC sub-categorisation pending since 2017 and the Supreme Court's 2024 Davinder Singh
judgment having reopened SC sub-classification. The delimitation exercise, frozen by the 84th
Constitutional Amendment Act 2002 until the first census after 2026, will redraw Lok Sabha and
Assembly constituencies, with political implications for the fiscal federalism debate between high-
fertility northern states and southern states that achieved replacement-level fertility decades earlier.
Credibility risks are real — enumerator quality (most are temporarily deputed state teachers), data
privacy alignment with the Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023, self-enumeration fraud, caste
guestionnaire wording, under-counting of the homeless, migrants and transgender persons, and the
perennial spectre of political-administrative interference — and require institutional rather than purely

technical answers.

CONCLUSION

A credible Census 2027 demands more than a mobile application. Parliament and the Registrar General

should establish independent oversight, publish the pre-test phase, codify privacy safeguards under the
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DPDP Act, institutionalise grievance redressal, train enumerators rigorously with state-specific caste
lists, and release anonymised micro-data — so that the data which will reshape India’s welfare,
reservation and federal arithmetic for the next decade rests on procedural legitimacy and not on

administrative haste.
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