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THE STATs OF VITAL STATISTICS IN AFRICY

L. At the Seminar on Popul.tion Problems i~ Africa held ir. Cairo in
October-November 1662, explicit reccgnition was given to the inadequacies
of the exigting data on population size, structure and changes. l/ The
Third Couference of African Statisticians took note of the recommendations
of the Population Seminar and specifically requested that a meeting should
be held on the preblems of vital statistios collection and of extending

and improving civil regisitration in Africa. =

2, The inadequacies of bhasic demograihic statistics in Africa persist
aven though in ths last decade African countries have made considerable
progress in filling come of tie major gaps; L4 is in field operations that
the notable advances have been made but so far little has been achieved

in the more difficult vrocess of setting up continuing sources of information
on current natural increase zné on migration, '

3. Imnportant as is the laivier for many African countries, it must be

left aside for the moment in order to emphasize the even more importént

guestion of obiaining reliable data on fertility and mortality.

1/ Report of the Seminar on Population Problems in Africa,/CN.14/136,
T/CR.5/CONF. 3/1, paras. 20 to 26 and 66.

g/ Report of the Third Couference of African Statisticians, E/CW.14/255,
E/CN.14/CAS.3/22, para. 83.
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4. Whers administratifc gyatems are long eotablished and uniformiy
effective overua national area, vital statisitics are usually available

as a by-product of a system of civil registrztion which has emerged
from the needs of the zdministration itself and as a means of establi-
shing the status and rights of each individual in the community. Afrlcan
countries are not yet Tavourably situated in this respecu and it is in
only a few countries, representing about 35 percent of the total'popula—
tion of the re%ion, that registration of births and deaths is compulsory
and general, & though paritial registration exists in many areas. In the
great majority of the countries of the region registration of births is
grogsly incomplete: only 7 have anyfhing approaching complete registra-
tion and these T include 3 small population living in restricted geo-
graphical areas urrepresentative of African conditions. It is signifi-
cant that in the U, A.R. (Bgypt) and Madagascar{both of which are inclu-
ded in the 7) registration of births is thought to be only about 80

per cent vomplete although Legal prov151ons bave made it compulsory and

general since 1839 in the former case and 31nce,;878 in the latter. The

level of completeness of rzg str.tion of deaths is even less satisfactory.

5. As a result, substituie methods have been sought for obtaining
immediate estimates ¢f the main vital rates, and the most popular so
far have been Ietro pecfive field inquiries into births and deaths
ooourrlng in g flxed refarence gerlod preceding the date of the in-

quiry. In some cases these 1ﬂqu1r1es have been of restricted geograpkic

‘scope but of the 40 countries reviewed in the paper Methods and Pro-—

blems of African -quulagﬁgp censuses ald  Surveys, 1955—64,22 uged the

national census or national sample survey as = means of collecting current
data on births and deaths while 27 included questions on total fer-

T1lity and 22 on total mortality° 2/ The effect has been that the 1arge—

_/ YMethods and problems of civil reglstratmon and vital statistics
¢ollection in Africa, 5/CN.14/CAS.3/8, Pares. 27 and 20.

2/ m/cN 14/CAS.3/3/Rev.1, Tables 11,12 and- 3.
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scale periodic demographic inquiries have been required to ful-

£ill not only the traditional census function:of‘providing data

7 on-the size and structures of populations but also the function

of providing data on populaition movement.

6. This is an expedient which does not iouch upon the ultimate
objective, which must be the achievement of civil registration of each
vital event . UNevertheless, the retrospective (sample) inguiry has .-

become an accepted technique for the immediate provision of statistics and

- 1ts continued use in African countries has been recommended. The. re-=:

commendation of the Cairo Populaticn Seminar to this effect was .accom-
panied by an emphatic statement of the necessity for evaluating the results
obtained: "--—— the participants united in-urging that adequate, provisions
for verification of accuracy should be regarded as an indispensable adjunct
of projects in thie field. There is an urgent need for experiments with

methods of such verification in various circumstances.”

7. One .of the principal tasks.of the present seminar is to consider

the nature and sources of . the errors in retrosuvective surveys and the

/
. devices which may be adopted to minimize them, 2’&5 well as analytical

methods of deriving estimates of the main vital rates from census or

survey data é/-which, in comparison with the results of retrospective or
other inguires, provide checks of accuracy or of consistancy. The reports

of field experiment in a number of countries will, it is hoped, give the first
real gssessment of the technigques and problems of colliecting and verifying
vital statistics in Africa by combining retrospective inguiries with.follow7

up_surveys, repeated observatior and/or,qther devices.

1/ -Report of the Seminar on_Population Probleuws in Africa,

 E/CN.14/186, E/CN.9/CCHF.3/1, Para. 22.
2/ Technical paper onrnoh—éémgling érrors and biases in
' Tetrostective ‘demographic enquiries, B/CH.14/CAS.4/VS/3
and Methods of obtaining wital data in developing countries,

E/CN.11/CAS.4/VS/5.

é/ Uses of census or survey_data for the estimation of vital rates,
E/CN.14/CAS.4/V5/7
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8. These country experimeﬁts are important also for the second main

objectivé of the Séminér: the investigaticn of methods which will assist

the ocouritries of the region with the improvement or implementation of |

civil registration as and when they can find resources to devote fo.suoh 40
projects. Because of the many obstacles which for the present agppear to ‘ﬁ
stend in the way of complete coverage of vital events through regist~

ration procedures in Africa, the idea of selecting as registration

areas a national probability sample of (small) administrative areas ™

has been suggested as a starting point. Intense effort in these areas

could produce statistically reliable estimates of the vital rates as well

as giving a conceptual framework for the later expansion of the sample.

to cover the whole country. A4dditional benefits would be derived from

using any suitable combination of other-techhiQues (including matching

of eventr) with the sample regisiration project in order to assess the

completness of the registration.

S, Since the collection of vital statistics, whether through a civid
registration system .or through field inguiries, is intended to comple-
ment the data on size and strucsture of the population, the programme of
collection of demographic statistics must be planned ag a vwhole, oclosely
integrated in both content and in form, Specifically, (a) concepits

and definitions must be standardized and (b) if a project suoh as .the
establishment of civil reglstration sample is under consideration,

it would be both logical and economical to institute it at the time of

. the national census or national sample survey; taus providing a base

population for the calculation. of vital rates.

10. Almost every country in Africa participated in the 1360 World

Census Programme by conducting an ingquiry of the census type in the

period 1955-64. From this beginning, it will be possidle to plan for the
1970 Census ?rogramme in a more comprehensivé fashion designed to provide
the necessary demographic data at a higher level of accuracy and in a more
continuing basis. The provision of more satisfactory vital statistice

will be an essential part of the Programme.





