November 2, 2005

Dear Appropriations Conferee:

Each of us listed below served as Director of the U. S. Census Bureau, respectively, during the 1990 decennial, during the planning for the American Community Survey, and during the 2000 decennial.  We appreciate that the Congress is operating under unusually difficult budget constraints, and we do not pretend to weigh the public investment in a quality census against the many other needs that claim your attention.  Based on our experience, we do offer comment on two matters that have cost implications beyond FY2006.  

First, continuing the American Community Survey (ACS) will benefit the country disproportionately to the costs involved. The ACS, as you know, is a cost-effective innovation that provides detailed and timely information relevant to effective government at the local, state and federal level – as has been vividly demonstrated in understanding and then responding to the Katrina devastation.  The ACS, in conjunction with a newly designed decennial census for 2010, provides a 21st century capability for the public and the private sector.  To disband the ACS is a short-term saving, but at a long-term cost, in dollars (estimated at $1.3b additional costs in 2010) as well as in quality information. 

Second, if the 2010 decennial census planning must now include the outdated long-form design, and the Census Bureau lacks necessary funds for field testing, even the 2010 census is put at risk.  Those responsible for a decennial census, similar, say, to those responsible for a Mars probe, should not be forced to make late decisions about key design features or implementation—especially because unlike a space flight, postponement is not an option.  From experience, we know that postponed design decisions lead to a more costly and lower quality census.  The Census Bureau is rapidly approaching the date at which it will have to discard the ACS and design a decennial census for 2010 that leans backward rather than moves foreword.  We urge Congressional leaders to work closely with the Commerce Department to reach a clear understanding about what the nation needs and can afford for the 2010 decennial census—and then support the Census  Bureau in planning that census, whatever its level of quality compared to past censuses. 

We thank you for your attention, and in our respective private capacities express our willingness to help ensure the best possible decennial in 2010 at the budget level provided by the Congress and the Administration. 

Barbara Everitt Bryant, Director, U. S. Census Bureau, 1989-1992

Martha Farnsworth Riche, Director, U. S. Census Bureau, 1992-1997

Kenneth Prewitt, Director, U. S. Census Bureau, 1998-2000
