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Abstract
Since the 1990s the range and volume of data on the Indigenous population available to policy-makers have grown substantially. These data now inform the evaluation of progress on all aspects of the Closing the Gap agenda via a comprehensive and integrated reporting framework. The resulting demography has been highly productive and increasingly well resourced although issues of data quality and methodological inexactitude continue to limit utility. There is also is a growing gap between available statistics and the needs of Indigenous incorporated groups for information. This paper examines select ongoing difficulties with data for Indigenous policy, where appropriate (possible) it makes suggestions for improvement, and it finishes by raising questions about the proper conduct of data collection by governments in the aftermath of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
8.1	Introduction
Some years ago, I contributed to a United Nations (UN) workshop in Ottawa, on Indigenous Peoples and Indicators of Wellbeing. The aim was to address concerns raised by Permanent Forum members that the UN’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Human Development Index (HDI) failed to fully incorporate Indigenous people’s concerns, interests and interpretations of wellbeing, development and progress — indeed, that they could often work to their detriment. The outcome was a series of forceful statements about a need to develop more rights-based indicators in order to ensure that issues of interest to Indigenous peoples, such as control over land and resources, equal participation in decision‑making, preservation of culture and control over development processes, were able to find expression in line with the free, prior and informed consent provisions of international human rights instruments (United Nations 2006).
In a subsequent paper (Taylor 2008) I reviewed the concepts and indicators of the Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage (OID) framework (SCRGSP 2011) noting that they overlapped substantially with the socioeconomic components of the MDG and HDI frameworks. I also observed that the structure of the OID framework involving headline indicators leading to detailed strategic change indicators was consistent with the Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA) toolkit for including Indigenous peoples in sector program support as part of an information pyramid that, at the lower levels, provided disaggregated indicators and described interrelationships with underlying problems (DANIDA 2004, p. 16). To this extent, I concluded that the Australian reporting framework on Indigenous progress represented international best practice. And yet, as noted, the view of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues is that the MDGs (and by implication frameworks such as the OID) do not capture many of the criteria that Indigenous peoples consider of relevance to them. By focusing solely on gaps with mainstream majority populations, they implicitly downplay the significance and relevance of unique Indigenous priorities and world views. 
As a shortcoming in public policy, Tim Rowse (2012, pp. 196–7) has grappled with this issue in a recent series of essays on ‘Rethinking Social Justice’. He argues that current policy is so fixated on equality of outcome that it fails to consider how to allow Indigenous peoples a choice in their mode of engagement with the wider society. Furthermore, he notes that in their delineation of policy-relevant evidence government agencies rarely share responsibility for data collection with those that they monitor and that this has consequences for the quality and effectiveness of policy-making (Rowse 2012, p. 196). Oddly enough, while the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) National Indigenous Reform Agreement states that ‘effective engagement with Indigenous communities is critical to ensuring that Indigenous people’s needs and aspirations are built into the planning and implementation of initiatives agreed by COAG’, it comes with no means of measuring achievement in this space (in contrast to other elements of the agreement) let alone with any clear definition of what is to be understood by the term ‘effective’ (Rowse 2012, p. 198). As a portrayal of the Closing the Gap paradigm and its assemblage of evidentiary data Rowse invokes the image of a benign Cyclops capable of thinking and reporting on certain forms of wellbeing but blind to others (2012, p. 198). To the extent that this is a reasonable portrayal, current practice can be said to limit the scope of policy development in ways that are sub-optimal, even detrimental, from Indigenous perspectives. In my view, part of the problem arises from the construction of Australian postcolonial demography as an instrument of public policy. 
The origins and implications of postcolonial demography are detailed elsewhere (Taylor 2009, 2010; Rowse and Smith 2010). Briefly, this refers to the period following the 1967 Referendum when the interest of the then Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics to ensure a full enumeration of the Australian population coincided with a perceived wish of Indigenous people to continue to be identified in the census but without ‘distinctions of descent’ (Rowse and Smith 2010). The result was a self-identified race question in the 1971 Census that ever since (with modification to replace ‘race’ with ‘origin’) has produced the population binary — Indigenous – non-Indigenous — as the basis for data collection and associated development and evaluation of social justice policy. The resulting demography has been highly productive and increasingly well resourced although issues of data quality and methodological inexactitude continue to hinder progress while there also is a growing gap between available statistics and the needs of Indigenous incorporated groups for information. In this paper, I take selective stock of this demography and consider its utility for policy development — what are its achievements, what are its weaknesses and what might be done differently to produce better Indigenous policies? 
8.2	Achievements
The main achievement has been the expansion and standardisation of data collection and output systems. Since the adoption in the 1990s of the standard self-reported Indigenous status question in all official statistical collections (including administrative collections and all official household surveys) as well as a much-expanded Indigenous-specific survey and census program (ABS 2007), there is no doubt that the range of data on Indigenous population is now extensive and provides relevant input to just about all aspects of the Closing the Gap agenda. 
Furthermore, methods for improving the quality of data are under constant development, with the latest initiatives found in longitudinal survey work and data linkage projects. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has expert working groups on Indigenous statistics and the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse scrutinises each of the headline indicators for hard evidence of what works and what does not work policy and program wise. At the output end, the Productivity Commission’s Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage report, the Review of Government Services Indigenous Compendium and the Indigenous Expenditure Report and the joint ABS–AIHW report on the Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples all provide regular summary profiles of social and economic conditions, mostly at jurisdictional level. Behind all of this lies substantive other data output such as from the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey and the Longitudinal Survey of Indigenous Children. With this data infrastructure in place there is now a compelling need to sustain it as the primary input to evaluating policy progress. However, there are some inherent flaws in these data and I review these below along with suggestions for improvement or new directions where appropriate.
8.3	Census volatility
Since 1971, the number of individuals identifying as Indigenous in the census has increased by almost 300 per cent. At an average annual growth rate of 4 per cent this is beyond the bounds of natural increase. Also of note has been frequent and substantial variation around this average as well as differential growth by age group. The official (ABS) view has been to attribute this variability to a changing propensity of individuals to identify as Indigenous (Ross 1999). A counter view is that it reflects variable census coverage (Gray 2002). The first suggests behavioural change while the latter alludes more to administrative factors. Either way, it presents a number of dilemmas for evaluation. 
First, it raises questions about the comparability of social indicators over time. One option here is to adjust base-year indicators to the level of newly revealed populations using reverse survival techniques (Taylor and Bell 1998); another is to treat census cross-sectional data as panel data by grouping individuals into cohorts and treating the averages within these cohorts as individual observations (Hunter and Gray 1998). However, where there is a large error of census closure, for example across much of urban Australia (Taylor and Biddle 2010), it is not clear whether aggregate change in population characteristics involves an alteration in the circumstances of the original population or whether it merely reflects the particular features of individuals appearing in the population for the first time. All that can be noted is different aggregate status in respect of ‘different’ populations. However, from 2013 there is an opportunity for more stable analysis of trends using the 5 per cent Statistical Longitudinal Census Database that will bring together data from the 2006 Census with data from the 2011 Census and future censuses. As Indigenous status is not deployed as a linking variable, this also provides an opportunity to examine characteristics associated with reported change in Indigenous status thereby providing much needed insight into unexplained growth in the Indigenous population. 
Second, it creates an ever-shifting population base against which rates of events (such as hospitalisation or school enrolments) have to be calibrated. Given that most indicators of policy interest are rate or ratio measures, questions arise regarding their utility for cross-sectional and trend analysis when the denominators used to measure change in social indicators can vary so much between census counts and where these may differ in unknown ways from numerator data drawn from other sources such as administrative collections. The main problem here is that high and stable Indigenous identification in administrative collections has yet to be achieved with resulting discrepancies between census-based population estimates and administrative data. This is particularly, but not exclusively, so in the southern and eastern States and in major towns and cities. 
Finally, it undermines the robustness of population projections. The reason for this is indicated by Table 8.1 that shows the ratios of projected Indigenous populations to actual census year estimates from 1986 onwards. 
Table 8.1	Forecast accuracy: ratios of national Indigenous population projections to observed census-based estimates, 1991–2011
	
	Ratio of projection to actual year estimate

	Projection source and base year
	1991
	1996
	2001
	2006
	2011

	Gray & Tesfaghiorghis (1986 based)
	0.72
	0.71
	0.66
	
	

	ABS low series (1996 based)
	
	
	0.93
	0.91
	

	ABS high series (1996 based)
	
	
	1.10
	1.26
	

	ABS low series (2001 based)
	
	
	
	0.97
	

	ABS high series (2001 based)
	
	
	
	1.05
	

	ABS low series (2006 based)
	
	
	
	
	0.87

	ABS high series (2006 based)
	
	
	
	
	0.87


Source: Gray & Tesfaghiorghis 1991 and ABS various.
Over the years, projections of the Indigenous population have been one of the more useful products of postcolonial demography especially in determining macro-policy settings. They have been used to stimulate employment policy (Taylor and Hunter, 1998), in regional needs assessment for service delivery (Taylor, 2004), and in driving home the fiscal opportunity-cost message that business as usual in Indigenous affairs is not a rational option due to the weight of population momentum (Taylor, 1997). Over time, it had been hoped that the accuracy of projections would improve but as we have seen the (inherent) instability in census counts undermines this. Nonetheless, projection of Indigenous numbers remains a vital aid to policy development not least because of a capacity to model future age distribution and plan for its consequences (Biddle and Taylor 2012) and there are methods available for refining cohort-component techniques to more accurately reflect Indigenous demographic processes and determinants. Colleagues at the ANU and University of Queensland are currently working on these. 
8.4	Population estimates — fit for purpose?
The idea of generating population statistics that are fit for purpose is considered a central role of the ABS (The Australian Statistician 2005). Clearly, then, in releasing Indigenous population estimates there is an implicit understanding on the part of the ABS that they are ‘fit for purpose’. But are they?
The answer to this question is contingent — if the aim is to establish relativities by comparing jurisdictional populations across Australia then the ABS method of estimation is not only appropriate, it is essential in the sense that such comparison requires the application of a consistent methodology where the estimated parts sum to the whole. To that extent, the overall exercise of fiscal equalisation is probably vindicated. If, however, the aim is to determine local levels of need, for example, in terms of service delivery or workforce planning and for local government grants distribution, then current methods are questionable. Significantly, this is often the level at which Indigenous sociality is constructed, a point we shall return to later.
For one thing, the calculation of small area level Indigenous estimates using a top–down pro-rata distribution of undercount parameters that are derived for much higher level geographies does not necessarily provide good estimates at every reduction in scale. Ideally, population modelling should (also) be conducted at the level it is intended to be used (e.g. at shire level). Also, ideally, this should involve the application of local data and intelligence on components of population change. The top–down nature of existing estimation methodology which generates small area estimates from large area parameters is effectively the opposite of this ideal approach.
A second, and related, point is that standard errors for small area level population estimates have not been made available to date and so we have no measure of their reliability. In short, because of the nature of the methodology applied, small area Indigenous estimates appear ill-suited for local/regional needs assessment. Even applying state-level standard errors, they emerge as crude ballpark figures that are difficult to interpret over time. Ultimately, the main route to better Indigenous estimates is via improved enumeration. While significant additional resources were provided to the ABS for the 2011 Census to achieve this, (surprisingly) the Post Enumeration Survey estimate of net undercount was still very substantial. 
8.5	Mobility and service populations
Census data indicate that Indigenous people are more frequently mobile than the rest of the population over the short term. Ethnographic studies support this finding but they also tell us that formal instruments for measuring mobility are likely to grossly understate the extent of this difference. Much movement is irregular, unpredictable and takes place on back roads, out of sight and out of mind (Taylor 2010). While administrative processes may pick up elements of such movement (for example, Centrelink change of address information) there is an unnerving sense of being inadequately informed. This has several consequences for policy. 
First of all, it undermines the accurate measurement of population at individual locations, especially in terms of usual resident numbers. Second, it means that it is difficult to assess the impact of place-based initiatives (such as improvements in housing) on individuals and families since the intended beneficiaries are not necessarily in situ. Finally, it raises questions regarding causality in terms of rates of participation, especially in remote areas. For example, are rates of school attendance low because children are mobile, or are children mobile because they do not attend school (Taylor 2012)? 
One way to incorporate the fact of mobility into policy development is to identify and utilise service populations as the primary target group — the hub and spokes model of Northern Territory growth towns provides a practical example of this. However, much more needs to be done to identify service population catchments, not least because these will vary for different services. A major constraint here remains lack of access to geo-coded administrative data sets (often State and Territory controlled). While there are GIS techniques available to process such data, the mechanisms to make use of them are not.
All of this raises fundamental issues of access and equity with regard to the provision of services. For example, if the residence pattern of many Indigenous people is best described as bi-local or even multi-local (Taylor 1998; Taylor and Bell 2004), in which location are services legitimately claimed? Alternatively, should services be replicated to cater for frequent movement between places? If urban areas are net recipients of temporary sojourners from rural areas (as they are), should urban services be augmented to compensate for additional loads? Although this does occur to some extent through the provision of facilities such as hostel accommodation, what of the pressure on housing in town camps and suburban areas that frequently host visitors? At the very least, in planning for service provision, recognition needs to be given to the role that central places fulfil on behalf of adjacent hinterlands. Estimations of population in these catchments can be achieved using administrative data as long as these are made available; so too can spatio-temporal flows if geo-coded unit record data are accessible. 
8.6	Which population, which indicators?
A significant irony is emerging in regard to the collection of social statistics on Indigenous peoples. As we have seen, at no time has there been such a volume and range of data on something called ‘the Indigenous population’ and yet there remains a dearth of information on the various sociocultural entities that make up that population. As a consequence, in matters that are crucial to the interests of variously constituted Indigenous polities, we are increasingly information rich but invariably knowledge poor. So much so, in fact, that one prominent Aboriginal leader was compelled to observe at a recent conference on the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey:
The view I have about data is a long way from the current paradigm where data is collected on Indigenous society by governments for their purposes, not to support the objectives that Indigenous people want to determine. I share a pervasive Indigenous aversion to the way data is collected by governments, academics or professional researchers on or about Aboriginal people … despite the wealth of empirical data dished up by countless inquiries, Royal Commissions and research projects over many decades about the social and economic condition of Aboriginal society, little practical benefit seems to come from all this data. Th[e] categories are constructed in the imagination of the Australian nation state. They are not geographic, social or cultural spaces that have relevance to Aboriginal people. (Yu 2011)
Invariably, census, survey and administrative data are only available according to statistical units based on ABS geographic classifications such as the Australian Standard Geographic Classification and the Australian Indigenous Geographic Classification. These rarely, if at all, coincide with the distribution of populations linked by cognatic descent and proprietary rights. Consequently, formal statistical geographies are unlikely to provide for demographies of Indigenous polities that have rights and interests in particular places (Sutton 2003; Tehan et al. 2006, p. 3), although innovation in the use of mesh blocks should provide more flexibility here. 
In many ways the issue at stake presents an important reflection on the distinction between the officially identified Indigenous ‘population’, on the one hand, and Indigenous ‘peoples’ on the other (Taylor 2009; Rowse 2012). The demography of officially identified Indigenous populations is best suited to the provision of citizen rights. What it does not provide for are Indigenous interests in inherent and proprietary rights, in particular over land. Approximately 41 per cent of the Australian continent is currently held under some form of Indigenous land tenure whilst a further 31 per cent has passed the registration test for Native Title. In 2011, these areas incorporated up to 45 per cent of the Indigenous population. These figures are inevitably vague since, remarkably, there remains no reliable single real-time national authoritative database that can indicate the quantum of land held under Indigenous title or that is subject to some form of legal Indigenous special interest. The fact of Indigenous interest in land is undeniable — in the 2008 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS), for example, two-thirds (62 per cent) of the Indigenous population indicated that they identified with a clan or language group and as many as three quarters (74 per cent) recognised an area as their homeland or traditional country. 
Across much of the continent, then, there is a growing discrepancy between the best-intentioned of statistical output frameworks and the actual needs of Indigenous land-holding groups for an ethnographically informed demography suited to their needs for managing the Indigenous estate and its associated constituencies. While a demography of Indigenous ‘population’ may be well suited to the provision of citizen rights, what it does not provide for are Indigenous interests in inherent and proprietary rights manifest in the many forms of native title settlement and agreement that form the major structural element of public life in contemporary Indigenous society. These structures provide the means by which Indigenous peoples express collective identities and seek to negotiate for their needs and aspirations, including fundamental issues of recognition, inclusion and economic opportunity (Tehan et al. 2006, p. 3) and yet we have no data mechanisms to inform or evaluate them. This void is slowly being filled by Indigenous groups themselves and a recent household survey conducted by and for Yawuru Native Title holders in Broome provides an excellent example (Taylor et al. 2012). 
The fact is, groups such as the Yawuru are now institutional players and they increasingly demand information based on how they themselves view their social and economic world and how they see opportunities and constraints towards the achievement of goals that they define. What they seek from government is just a reminder of gaps in outcomes but also support for capacity building in their compilation and use of customised data as a means of promoting their full and effective participation in local governance and development planning. In the post-land rights – native title era, Indigenous organisations have responsibilities to their own constituents and they require unique data resources to fulfil them.
Significantly, such aspirations are now codified as rights in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and it is not surprising that Indigenous peoples and signatory governments around the world have started to contemplate what exactly their endorsement of the Declaration might mean for the usual practice of government business. Discussion at the UN on this matter continues to focus around Article 42 of the Declaration and the so-called ‘implementation gap’, where even good intentions by states in the form of legislative and administrative initiatives fail to facilitate the enjoyment of rights (Malezer 2009). I would argue that this extends to the what, how and why of information gathering.
In this regard, it is worth noting that from 1990 to 2005 there were some formal checks and balances on government activity in the area of Indigenous data collection. As a national and regional representative organisation, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) had at least some statutory role in vetting and influencing the Indigenous data collection and analysis activities of the ABS and other government agencies. Thus, the abolition of ATSIC in 2004 involved the extinguishment of an important representative validating environment for statistical data collection and dissemination. With this now gone, the question arises as to who governments should and could engage with in order to ensure Indigenous input and legitimisation for its reporting framework. I am aware that the Productivity Commission consults with ‘Indigenous people’ in preparing its OID report, although precisely with who and how is less clear. I am also aware that COAG seeks legitimisation and a method for what it is calling participatory data collection at some Remote Service Delivery sites. It is true also that the ABS has Indigenous Engagement Officers and Local Engagement Officers and the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children, NATSISS and similar surveys all have Indigenous expert advice. What is less clear is whether all of this satisfies the intent of the UN Declaration that claims to point the way to better Indigenous policies.
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