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ADA in Brief

• The Social Science Data Archive (now ADA) was set up 
in 1981, housed in the Research School of Social 
Sciences, with a mission to collect and preserve 
Australian social science data on behalf of the social 
science research community

• The Archive holds over 5000 datasets from around 
1500 studies, including national election studies; public 
opinion polls; social attitudes surveys, censuses, 
aggregate statistics, administrative data and many 
other sources. 

• Data holdings are sourced from academic, government 
and private sectors. 



Census data in Australia

• A history of Australian censuses is a history of 
Australian
a) Population
b) Demographic and social change
c) Computing
d) Geography
e) All of the above

• My aim today is to provide you with a view of what 
the Census already provides
– And how much more we could achieve with it



Census at ADA

• Two core collections
• ABS Census tables collection

– All census tables (organised in “Data Pack” type format) 
from 1966 to the present

– http://www.ada.edu.au/historical/abs-census

• HCCDA: The Historical and Colonial Census Data 
Archive
– Digitised version of the pre-Federation and 1901 censuses 

for all the colonies from 1834 to 1901
– http://hccda.ada.edu.au

http://www.ada.edu.au/historical/abs-census
http://hccda.ada.edu.au


Post-1966 files



HCCDA

• The Historical Census and Colonial Data Archive 
(HCCDA) is an archive of Australian Colonial census 
publications and reports. It's a sub-archive of the 
Australian Data Archive (ADA)
– Collaboration between ABS archive and ADA from 2007 -

2011

• Note that the archive contains colonial census 
reports and not the individual census returns



HCCDA sample



Census data in Australia
Year(s) Geography Base unit Census 

tables
Data 
provider

Census 
sample file

2011 –
present

ASGS Mesh block Community
profiles; 
TableBuilde
r
(ABS)

ABS ACLD
Census 
sample file 
(1%, 5%)

1996 –
2006

ASGC Census 
collection 
district 
(CCD)

CDATA;
Community
profiles

ABS 2006: 1%, 5%, 
1996-2001: 1%

1991 ASGC CCD CDATA;
Community
profiles

ADA 1% only

1986 ASGC CCD CDATA; 
SLA
summary 
file

ADA 1% only



Census data in Australia
Year(s) Geography Base unit Census 

tables
Census 
sample 
file

Maps

1981 ASGS CCD Summary file 
(CD and LGA)

Census 
sample 
file (1%)

Digital 
boundaries

1966 –
1976

Census 
collection 
district 
(CCD)

Summary file 
(CD and LGA)

Paper

1911 –
1961

Munici-
pality

Statistical 
tables (print)

?

1834 –
1901

Munici-
pality

Statistical 
tables (print)

?



What’s missing?

• 1966 – 1976: Table data – but no Digitised boundaries for 
Census Collection Districts
– ABS Archives
– State and university collections – e.g. 

http://www.library.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@lib/docu
ments/doc/uow026897.pdf

• 1911 – 1961: ABS tables in PDF – but no machine readable 
data
– PDF: ABS Historical collection
– Print: various locations

• 1834 – 1901: Digitised images - but no machine-readable data 
or maps
– HCCDA: some XML
– Maps: state archives (e.g. 

https://archive.sro.wa.gov.au/index.php/west-and-east-kimberley-
electoral-districts-wyndham-dead-horse-station-stud-station-census-
sub-districts-on-base-map-10a-undated-01



A grand idea: A 250 year 
census time series of Australia

• The year 2020 is the 250th anniversary of Cook’s 
landing at Botany Bay

• What if we could create a 250 year census time 
series of the historical population of Australia?

• We know what we have
• We know what else is needed

• What resources would be needed?
• How long would it take?



Data sources

Year Data Images Maps

1834 – 1901 ~ HCCDA HCCDA Archives, HCCDA

1911 – 1961 PDF images (ABS) Archives, National
Library

1966 – 1976 ADA Census 
collection

N/A ABS and other 
archives

1981 – 1991 ADA Census 
collection

N/A ABS digital
boundaries

1996 – Present ABS Census
produts

N/A ABS digital 
boundaries



Extensions

• Vital statistics
– Births, deaths and marriages, e.g. https://www.bdm.vic.gov.au/research-and-

family-history/apply-for-registry-data
– Australian Demographic Databank

• Aboriginal population
– e.g. The Annual Aboriginal Census 1921-1944 (Smith and Briscoe)
– Smith, L.R. (1980) The Aboriginal Population of Australia. Aborigines in Society; 

no. 14. Canberra: ANU Press
– Briscoe, G. and Smith, L.R. (2001) The Aboriginal Population Revisited: 70,000 

years to the present. Canberra: Aboriginal History Incorporated.
• Election results

– http://psephos.adam-carr.net/
– http://elections.uwa.edu.au/

• Crime
– Australian Crime and Economic Statistics, 1900 – 1980
– Australian Institute of Criminology - http://aic.gov.au/statistics/homicide.html

• Weather and climate
– Bureau of Meteorology

https://www.bdm.vic.gov.au/research-and-family-history/apply-for-registry-data
http://psephos.adam-carr.net/
http://elections.uwa.edu.au/


Why does this matter?

• Studying long-term trends in the Australian population and 
related measures helps us to better understand the 
relationships between social, economic and environmental 
change

• Studying such changes requires long-term time series from 
multiple data sources – including population estimates

• e.g. relationship between drought and suicide in Australia
– Page, A., Morrell, S. & Taylor, R. (2002). Suicide and political 

regime in New South Wales and Australia during the 20th century. 
Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 56, 766.

– Hanigan, I.C., Butler, C.D., Kokic, P.N. & Hutchinson, M.F. (2012). 
Suicide and drought in New South Wales, Australia, 1970-2007. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United 
States of America, 109, 13950{13955.



Questions?
Steven McEachern
steven.mceachern@anu.edu.au
ada@anu.edu.au
http://ada.edu.au

mailto:steven.mceachern@anu.edu.au
mailto:ada@anu.edu.au
http://ada.edu.au


ADA Dataverse

http://dataverse.ada.edu.au
• Redevelopment of our database and website 

infrastructure
– New website
– New data catalogue

• New functionality:
– Self-deposit of data
– Open data access
– API access (both for deposit and access, e.g. through R)
– Shibboleth authentication

• Currently in beta release
– Data migration through Q3 2017
– Census table summary files - coming soon

http://dataverse.ada.edu.au


ADA Dataverse


	Back to the future: A long term view of census data ��
	ADA in Brief
	Census data in Australia
	Census at ADA
	Post-1966 files
	HCCDA
	HCCDA sample
	Census data in Australia
	Census data in Australia
	What’s missing?
	A grand idea: A 250 year census time series of Australia
	Data sources
	Extensions
	Why does this matter?
	Questions?
	ADA Dataverse��http://dataverse.ada.edu.au 
	ADA Dataverse

