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Not everything that counts can be measured, and not everything that can be measured counts.

Albert Einstein






Introduction

It was to be the most radical and ambitious reform in British farming for thirty years. Addressing the House of Commons in February 2004, Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Margaret Beckett, explained how things were going to change. Whereas previously farmers had been paid a subsidy under the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy based on what they produced, they would now simply be paid for how much land they farmed. The new system was introduced as fair, good for the environment and minimal on red tape. Delivery was to start within the ‘heroic’ timetable of nine months, meaning Britain would be the first EU country to make the switch.1

Just one year later, it was with a heavy heart that the Secretary of State stood up in front of the National Farmers’ Union to announce that ‘deeply disappointed was too mild’ – in fact she was ‘bloody livid’.2

Instead of being fully under way by then, the transition to the new system had not even started. One year after that, when it should have been nearly complete, only 15 per cent of the new funds had been dispersed.3 Delayed payments caused acute distress to farmers – and in some tragic cases, their suicides – while by 2012 the scheme had racked up £680 million of unforeseen costs, and fines of around £160 million from the EU for failing to disburse the money that farmers were owed.4

What had gone wrong was that the department was woefully unprepared for the scale of the transition, and part of this was down to the fact that it had no idea how many landholders there actually were. Now that any land capable of being farmed could be subsidised, the number of claims rocketed from 80,000 per year to 120,000. Anyone with an orchard or paddock could make a claim, regardless of whether they were actively growing or grazing anything on it. This increase seemed to come out of nowhere because there was no data on this type of land and, in any case, a lot of it wasn’t registered. In 2005 there were 100,000 applications to register land compared with the usual 9,000.5 The civil service had a completely inaccurate expectation of what was coming down the pipeline.

This was not a one-off. Governments keep getting things wrong because they use bad data, most of the time without even being aware that they’re doing this. We’ve all heard of ‘fake news’ – the deliberate spreading of misinformation – and know that statistics can be intentionally twisted or made up. But in the case we’ve just seen, the government wasn’t duped by fake statistics: it was using its own official and trusted data, which turned out to be unreliable and inaccurate. This book is about that dangerous type of misinformation.

What is data? Data simply means information and, in the context of this book, mainly refers to numerical data: information in a counted or measured form. Behind these solid numbers there often lies a world of human decision, along with a great many assumptions and sometimes dubious calculation methods. And there are dangers to placing too much faith in a supposedly impartial data-driven system.

Though problems with data are universal and faced by anybody in the world who aims to count and measure things, this book deals with the British case. Focusing on the use of data by UK governments and British politicians, the British media and the public, it explains how, when and where our governments have gone wrong with the data they use to make policy decisions.

Because our decision-makers are accountable to us, they have to prove that the decisions they make are fair and in everyone’s best interest. In the past, it may have been enough for governments to justify policies on the basis of ‘because I say so’. But modern governments, which are democratically elected and accountable, don’t just do things on blind faith – they are expected, even required, to make the case for policies which are backed by hard evidence – and for that they need accurate data on the people they govern.

This might seem obvious, but it is only in the last century or so that serious attempts have been made to base public policy decisions on empirical evidence, rather than on anecdotes, hunches and pure beliefs. Data is essential to fair governance because it is supposed to be, in contrast to these things, neutral and objective.

The roots of this idea run all the way back to the European Enlightenment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Before that time it had been taken for granted that the world was one big divine mystery, which couldn’t and shouldn’t be understood. This all changed thanks to thinkers like Francis Bacon, who took the radical view that, through careful and systematic observation, we could actually figure out how things worked and even try to control them.

And with the idea that the world could be measured and understood and controlled came the notion that this was something states should be doing, for the good of their citizens. The new line of thinking was that monarchs or governments were not untouchable through divine right but accountable to the people via a social contract. People would agree to be bound by laws and to pay their taxes, while a government’s end of the bargain was to enforce those laws and spend the money wisely.

The Victorians were the ones to really kick-start the mass collecting of data for the purpose of governing. The early nineteenth century was a time of enormous change, not just in terms of how people lived but also in how people in power saw themselves as responsible for fixing the ills of poverty, disease and crime.

Keeping statistics on what’s going on – in other words, regularly taking stock of things by counting and measuring them – is something governments have been doing ever since then, without even thinking about it. By the 1980s, statistics were so taken for granted that people started wondering whether it was necessary to publish them at all. Derek Rayner, an influential businessman who advised the Thatcher government, described statistics as a ‘coral reef’: only protected because we find it pleasing to look at.

But coral reefs don’t just provide decoration – they are vital to an ocean’s ecosystem and they offer protection from storms. When Labour came to power in 1997, statistics were declared ‘a cornerstone of democracy’ and ‘essential to good public management and accountability’.6 Data became a kind of partner in decision-making, providing actual guidance rather than mere furnishings. Nowadays, the need for data is all but baked into the process of government.

Imagine for a moment that you’ve just been elected prime minister: what would you do? Use your new power to fix problems that have always bothered you, perhaps. Try to set the country on what you think is the right course. Change the wallpaper in the Downing Street flat, as a matter of priority. But after the manifesto commitments have been seen to, and the direction has been set, how would you carry out the everyday business of running the country? You’d want to know what’s going on. You’d want to keep an eye on the country’s vital signs so that you can spot problems and sort them out. And for that you’d need some kind of intelligence – some kind of evidence. You’d need some kind of data.

When real-life governments come up with policies, they’ll often justify them using data in the form of an impact assessment, which is supposed to be a detached and neutral weighing up of the expected pros and cons in quantified terms. This requires things to be counted – to be calculated – even if it seems like a stretch from reality to do so. Can you put a price on reducing crime, shutting a public library or decreasing air pollution? Can you put a price on saving a life? Civil servants have to find a way – and they rely on data to do it.

The trouble is that good data on these things is not always available. Despite the surge in land registration that came with the 2005 Common Agricultural Policy reform, around 15 per cent of land in England remains unregistered to this day, meaning we don’t have a central record of who owns what.7 Many of our systems are essentially federalised, whether this be the result of formal devolution or idiosyncrasies from the past like the very unevenly sized areas patrolled by individual police forces.

Things tend to start being counted only after they become important, which is not ideal from a public policy perspective. Censuses – the most comprehensive form of data we have, going back decades – tell us a lot about what was important at the time. We see this in the 1911 ‘Fertility Census’, which asked about how many children married women had, and in the 1951 Census, which asked, for the first time, about housing conditions, so as to help focus the post-war modernisation effort. Virtually no data on ethnicity was collected anywhere until this was included as a census question in 1991. The 1851 Census had asked about ‘churchgoing’, after which point there were no questions about religion in the census until 2001. Oddly, it was the Church of England which had argued against including it for much of that time, concerned about what the data might say regarding its own importance. And perhaps rightly so, since in 2001 the fourth-largest religion was Jedi.8 Sometimes what isn’t collected is a deliberate choice.

We didn’t have accurate unemployment figures throughout the 1980s, despite it being the most important political issue of the time. Nor did we have consistent crime figures throughout the 1990s and 2000s, despite the fact that governments had committed to tackling the issue and had set themselves crime reduction targets. And because we don’t count some things or don’t count them consistently, we can’t say whether they’re getting better or worse.

For years we didn’t know how many people were migrating to the UK or emigrating out of it. In the early 2010s our official statistics made it look like half of all international students were overstaying their visas and, understandably, it became a policy priority to clamp down on this. It was embarrassing for Prime Minister Theresa May – who had been one of the most frequent repeaters of the line that student visas were being used as a kind of Trojan horse for overstayers – when new and improved statistics showed, in 2017, that the scale of overstaying was actually very minimal indeed.9

We’ve pursued policies costing billions of pounds on uncertain figures that were treated with too much confidence. At other times we’ve made a decision too early, before enough data was in. We don’t know how many people work in specific industries and what they earn; nor do we even know how many people live in different parts of the country. We don’t know how many people are British.

Should we expect governments to keep accurate data on all of these things? Is it even possible to count them? Some things are inherently hard to count and measure because they lack a fixed definition. That’s why it’s very tricky to say whether poverty has gone up or down in recent years, let alone to compare it over decades or across countries. For better or worse, we have ended up measuring gender inequality primarily in terms of average income by sex, which in turn tends to suggest solutions that are also economic in nature.

For years the Daily Mail waged a campaign against the girl-power pop band Yegna, which it dubbed the ‘Ethiopian Spice Girls’ and which received UK aid money intended to promote female empowerment. In 2017 they ultimately had their funding pulled, with a government spokesperson explaining that there were ‘more effective ways to invest UK aid’.10 But do we know that for sure? It is nigh on impossible to measure something as multifaceted and culturally relative as female empowerment, let alone draw a direct causal link between that and hearing a pop song.*

It’s often things which are socially important that are the hardest to define and measure. Categories like ‘disabled’ and ‘in poverty’ are not fixed, and there are some societal problems that we can agree exist – mental illness, loneliness, discrimination – without being able to unanimously define what they are. We don’t have a fixed definition of something like anti-social behaviour or a constant way of monitoring it over time, which makes it hard to know how it has actually changed and easy to be influenced instead by the impression given by the media. So-called knife crime statistics actually capture crimes involving an ‘article with a blade or point’, which has been known to include a potato peeler.11 A deadly weapon indeed, if you happen to be a spud.

Nowhere were our problems with data better exposed than during the Covid-19 pandemic. Our disjointed system meant that when the virus struck, the NHS had no central record of personal protective equipment (PPE) stock. Nor did we have a record of the number of people working in social care at the local authority level or accurate records of how many people were depending on the health services in local areas. Because we don’t have a centralised record of who lives where, it was very difficult to track and trace people who might have been exposed to the virus. And despite it being many people’s full-time job to model the best response to a pandemic, it became clear when the event actually happened that statistical models simply can’t give us a definite answer as to what to do.

The pandemic also showed how hard it is to compare things over time and across countries and how desperately we try to force this. The focus was constantly on how we were doing compared with our neighbours, despite the fact that virtually all countries were doing different levels of testing and recording deaths differently. Even in the UK we changed what we counted as a death ‘from Covid-19’ during the course of 2020. And looking at ‘excess deaths’ – meaning the number on top of what would be expected based on previous years – our national statisticians concluded that there was probably an undercount in the official death toll of at least 10,000.12 And some countries were unequipped to accurately count deaths at all when the pandemic hit. China is thought to only record fewer than half of deaths in general.13 There are forty-six countries in Africa alone that lack a compulsory system for registering deaths, meaning it was hard to take Burundi’s claim of only three Covid-19 deaths in 2020 at face value.14 As of the start of 2022, modelling by The Economist estimated the global death toll to be around four times the official tally.15

This is not just something niche or technical.

Bad data matters because governments have made it their business to use data for making important decisions. It is expected of them to justify policies on the basis of real evidence – and this leads to attempts to quantify costs and benefits in ways that are a stretch from reality. It matters too because we, the general public, tend to believe what we read and hear when it is coming from people we should trust, like government statisticians. We tend to assume that if a thing exists, we can get data on it. And there are those who, whether with good or bad intentions, will always offer us something that they claim is what we’re looking for. Without real data, we have nothing with which to refute fake news.

Politicians and statisticians face a difficult task, caught between things being very difficult to count and measure and it being constantly demanded of them to provide answers to everything. Statisticians can only do so much with minimal resources and get caught out both for overconfidence and an over-abundance of caution. Academics and economists will often rush in to fill a statistical void, but they are not guaranteed to be reliable or impartial.

This is a problem that persists no matter who is in power. No government or political party is immune to the tendency to use data without questioning where it comes from or whether it is sound. Governments do make tremendous efforts to collect good data and to use it wisely, but some of the problems go very deep and require a huge effort – and investment – to change. A government might have the best intentions to improve statistics, but when it comes to actually doing so it realises it has a mountain to shift and the political will ebbs away.

Contrast this with the fact that there is data on exactly how many times Harry Kane made an on-target goal attempt with his left foot in the last Premier League season. This is, unsurprisingly, not government data but data collected by the football analytics industry. There are companies which employ whole teams of people to manually record what happens in every game in England’s top league. As a game plays out, they sit at computers and, on an outline of the pitch laid over the real-time video, click to log every pass, every tackle and every touch. They catalogue it all in meticulous detail, and these millions of data points feed into a vast dataset that can be analysed by bookmakers, pundits and anyone else who cares to pay for it.

Where there is the will – and big money – the quality of data we can get is really quite astonishing.

No one is suggesting that we invest this kind of time, effort or money in collecting data for policy. But this is the level of painstaking detail that is technically achievable. It is quite mind-boggling that this fine-grained data exists on football matches and yet we don’t know how many people are eligible to vote, how many people died from Covid-19, or whether crime is going up or down.

Look at the possibilities that data gives us in the modern day. We already let statistical models and algorithms decide how to allocate funding to councils, schools and police forces. We use them to forecast immigration, to ‘nudge’ people’s behaviour, to detect fraud, to shape economic policy and to predict criminality. The use of smartphones that track our location and the fact that almost everyone has some online, digital presence these days has opened up a world of new data possibilities. And according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), 72 per cent of UK jobs are at risk of being replaced by a robot in the future.16 While this might, in itself, be a dubious claim, we know that it is an explicit ambition of governments to develop new innovations in automation and machine learning.

But the idea of being ‘guided by the data’ is largely a myth when these systems are only ever as good as the way we design them and as the data that goes into them. Feeding bad data into badly designed machines has led to misallocating huge sums of money, targeting the wrong people and forgetting others entirely. While the days of ‘because I say so’ might be gone, we are now on the brink of an era of ‘because the data says so’ – and that might not be better.

For it to work, we need good data. We can’t move on to a future in which data plays an even bigger role in policy when there are so many flaws and gaping holes in what we already have. The issues that are most important to people are the ones on which we have the worst data: crime, immigration, incomes, benefits, unemployment, poverty and equality.

We’re expected to trust governments when they make claims about what will work and when they decide what is best for us. And we want to be able to do that – we elect them to do it. But if we accept that data can be bad and that statistics can be wrong, how are we supposed to trust any of it? It’s tempting to adopt the approach of not believing a word and never exposing ourselves to disappointment. We shouldn’t have to decide between dismissing all statistics and taking them all at face value.

What we can do is figure out where to set our expectations.

I want you to see what I see as someone who works with data and with politicians every day. I’m a statistician at the House of Commons Library, which is the in-house research service for all members of the UK Parliament in Westminster. We write background briefings for debates and on Bills going through and a large part of what we do is taking questions directly from MPs. We’re politically impartial because we work for all the parties. What we aim to do is stick to the stone-cold facts, such as they exist.

As statisticians we answer questions that range on a daily basis from ‘How many children are on free school meals in my constituency?’ to ‘How many badgers have been culled?’ and ‘Where does the UK rank globally in defence spending?’. Politicians operate in a fast-paced environment and when they need data on something they often need it right away and in the simplest terms possible. It’s fair to say a large part of the job is developing snappy yet delicate ways to say, ‘There’s no data on that’ or ‘There is data but here are all the caveats.’

In this book I’ll guide you through where data comes from, how it’s fundamentally about human design choices, and how it can cause malfunctions in public policy. You might be surprised – perhaps even shocked – by what’s beneath the surface of data that we take for granted as solid.

There won’t be any maths here – no charts, no tables, and certainly no equations – because it doesn’t require knowledge of maths to understand the practical side of where statistics come from or to be able to judge whether they are reliable. It is about noticing where assumptions have been made and being on the lookout for human errors. Some things are just too hard to count and this has to be acknowledged, not denied. But there are also many things that we could be counting and measuring a lot better than is currently the case.

As data promises to be used more, not less, and to play an even more important role in the future of policymaking, now is the time for us to take stock of what the problems already are and to imagine what the solutions might be. Knowing this stuff can save us from having to put up with bad data and bad decisions.




1

People

The known and the unknown

It’s a messy business, counting people. They have a tendency to move around a lot, sometimes in a meandering way, sometimes disappearing without a trace. They change their names and nationalities and generally do the unexpected. To understand why it’s so hard to count them and how it can be done, we need to go back in time. In fact, we need to go very far back.

In 1085, William the Conqueror gathered his royal commissioners together and gave them a mighty task. They were to compile a list of every settlement in England – at least the part that was under Norman control – and to include within it a tally of every person living in each one, along with every ox, cow and pig, and other details about the type of land and the activities of the people living on it. This came to be known as the Domesday Book, because the arrival of the king’s men to count and measure things was a day of reckoning from which none could escape. It was also an extraordinary, unprecedented exercise in mass data collection. Although it did end up with some gaps, we can think of it as the first attempt at an English census: a tally of every single person living in the country at one particular time.

The Domesday reckoning was also a kind of sociological survey – though at the time its primary purpose seems to have been for the Crown to pinpoint exactly who it could extract more money from – because it recorded some of people’s characteristics. These were limited to categorising people as freemen, villans (peasants), priests and slaves, but the data does give us some flavour of what life was like. Hampstead in north London, now one of the wealthiest places in the country, was at the time inhabited by one villager, five smallholders, one slave and 100 pigs.1

The exercise was a one-off and took years to complete, since individual records all had to be cross-checked and verified by each local council.2 A similar exercise was carried out in 1279–80 – the ‘Hundred Rolls’ – after which point censuses went badly out of fashion. Some felt that counting the population was tempting fate. The clergy were absolutely petrified of the idea, and lobbied against censuses, citing the cautionary biblical tale of King David in which God was so enraged by the audacity of trying to count people that he sent a deadly plague.

Come the nineteenth century, the fear had worn off. Either that or the Victorians in their maudlin style were quite tempted by the idea of a good smiting. But by the end of that century the prospect of counting everybody had become a very daunting task. The population was vast and shifting, and the poor were densely clustered in slums, not spread out in tidy hamlets with nowhere to hide from reckoning. There were some efforts to count people in specific areas and to document their living conditions: Seebohm Rowntree in York and Charles Booth with his detailed, colour-coded maps of living conditions in London. But for the most part, human life was just becoming too disorderly. Another technique was needed to get an impression of what was going on.

When we don’t know the true extent of something, we have to rely on an estimate.

In normal life, we make estimates all the time. The way we plan our spending relies on us making some approximations about how much we will need to set aside for certain items. We decide what time to leave for work or to make an appointment by thinking about how long a journey usually takes, perhaps factoring in considerations like the time of day. We don’t just randomly guess these things – we might know that our journey to work usually takes thirty minutes but takes a little longer in the rain. In other words, we make use of what we already know, along with a bit of logic and intuition. And we don’t always get it right.

Making estimates in statistics relies on the same basic, human inputs: prior knowledge, reasoning and assumptions. But statistics tries to be more systematic, and there are some specific rules that act as quality control.

Arthur Bowley, a young mathematician in Victorian England, was pondering the same issue. A keen cyclist, he would allegedly speed off when other members of his cycling party started asking him questions about maths (apparently what people at Cambridge do).3 Bowley’s view was that statistics was ‘the science of averages’.4 Statistics should provide an impression of things that could be taken in by the mind with a single effort. A census, by comparison, was too much information.

It is Bowley who’s credited with coming up with one of the most essential tools in statistics: the survey. A survey is a systematic collecting of data on a population, usually done in such a way that it is representative of that whole.5 What this means in practice is asking the same question or the same set of questions to a group of people selected from the wider population. This is the same as a census – even the Domesday counting involved a fixed set of questions – with one notable difference: you don’t ask everybody.

Let’s imagine that we want to find out what proportion of people actually like Marmite. We could use a survey to ask people, ‘What do you think of Marmite?’ – answers: ‘love it’, ‘hate it’, or ‘neutral’ – and then tally up their responses to work out what proportion of people are fans of the yeasty spread. That sounds reasonable. But whom should we ask?

The idea of a survey is that the information it provides is the same as what you would get from asking the population as a whole. In order to get this right, the people answering the questions have to be broadly representative of that population. This group is known as the sample.

A jury in a criminal trial is a sample. People are drawn from the adult population with the idea that the conclusion they come to as to guilt or innocence, having heard the evidence in the case, reflects what the conclusion would be if you put the question to every single adult in the country. A survey sample is a bit like this.

The point is that if there are factors which might influence how people answer certain questions, we need to make sure that these are not over- or under-represented, or else the overall picture won’t be accurate.

Knowing that Marmite is an acquired taste, we might expect that young children are less likely to be partial to it. We also might expect a generational divide, since the savoury spread really had more of a heyday fifty years ago than now. Continuing our exercise of figuring out what proportions of people ‘love it’ and ‘hate it’, we might decide to take a sample that excludes young children and will have to make sure we sample other age groups in proportion to their share of the population. We might also expect something like taste to run in families, so it would be no good only to sample members of one family.

It generally isn’t enough to just sample whoever happens to be nearby or happens to show interest. What statisticians tend to do is take a sample of people at random.

We all instinctively know what it means to pick something at random. Picking from a lucky dip or delving into a jar of sweets means selecting something more or less at random. Choosing from a shuffled deck of cards, pulling names from a hat or Scrabble tiles from a bag are random – as is the process by which the National Lottery machines select numbers from balls firing around inside a drum. In all these cases, the process involves mixing up the things you are picking from so that they are in no particular order, the consequence being that your chance of getting a particular sweet, card or number is the same no matter where you pick from.

An often-repeated analogy for random sampling is that it is like tasting a pan of soup to see if it needs more salt. A chef doesn’t have to drink the entire pan of soup to test its saltiness, they can just take a spoonful, providing it has been stirred.6 Random sampling works on the basis that if all elements in a population of interest have an equal probability of being selected, the resulting selection will be representative of the whole.

In practice, this might involve taking a list of UK addresses, shuffling them up completely at random, and then selecting the first few thousand or hundred thousand. This is essentially the sampling method for the Annual Population Survey, which selects around 80,000 households per year from which to gather data on household characteristics. It’s also the basis for the Labour Force Survey, a linked dataset that underpins our official statistics on what industries and occupations people work in and their working patterns.

And it was through conducting a telephone survey on a random sample of people that the polling company YouGov arrived at the conclusion that more people do like Marmite than dislike it.7

More specifically, they used a sample of around 1,300 people to estimate that 45 per cent of people have a positive opinion of it, 36 per cent have a negative opinion, and 17 per cent were neutral towards it. Despite what memorable advertising campaigns would have you believe, Marmite is not actually that polarising. According to YouGov, it is less divisive than the television show The Apprentice, the energy drink Red Bull and, oddly enough, the distinctly Marmite-flavoured snack Twiglets.8

It’s important to note that selecting people at random doesn’t guarantee any kind of diversity. Juries are selected entirely at random and it’s possible to end up with a jury that is all-male, all-female, all a similar age and from a similar social background. It’s unlikely, but possible. And there’s nothing to actually guarantee that it will be a jury of the defendant’s ‘peers’ – they might be absolutely nothing like them.

When it comes to running surveys, though, it’s sometimes necessary to force diversity in the sample so that you can make comparisons between groups. It would be no good carrying out a survey to find out if Baby Boomers like Marmite more than Millennials, only to find that, by chance, your entire sample is people from Generation Z.

But what this requires is already having some knowledge about your population. A census is a good starting point for that, but the further away you get from those ten-yearly snapshots, the less you can assume that the picture looks the same. Where we don’t have good data, we inevitably have to make some assumptions about what we think the truth might be.

There’s no getting around the human element. Or the potential for human errors.

Unexpected changes

Nobody wants to wait ten years to find out what the population is, least of all governments and politicians. Councils need to know where people are actually living, what ages they are and what kind of public services they might need.

Even looking back over the past ten years, some areas have changed beyond all recognition. In 2011, the banks of the River Lea in Stratford, east London, held only a jumble of warehouses and some soggy grassland. Ten years on, that had been replaced by the Olympic Park, whose enormous stadium is now home to Premier League football club West Ham, one of the largest shopping centres in the country and tens of thousands of units of high-rise housing. And life has changed enormously for many of us even in that ten-year span. Some people in the UK still worked as deep-pit coal miners in 2011, and most people didn’t have a smartphone. The speed of societal change can be hard for governments to keep up with, and ten years is a long time to be operating in the dark. We need estimates to tide us over in the meantime.

In between censuses, population change is estimated using a simple calculation: the number of births minus the number of deaths plus the number of people added (or taken away) due to migration.

Something had clearly gone wrong with this calculation when, in 2011, the census found that there were over half a million more people living in the UK than had been thought.

It wasn’t a particularly good look for the department that had been producing detailed, official estimates of the population for the past ten years. How had they managed to miss that many people? And who had been missed?

There was no way the statisticians had missed half a million births or deaths: it was the migration figures that were wrong. There were, in fact, 464,000 more foreign nationals living in the UK than had been thought.*

Nigel Farage, leader of the UK Independence Party, was particularly unimpressed by this. He’d been arguing for years that immigration was too high and that it was a problem for us to not be able to control the flow. What really took the biscuit for him now, he said, was that we hadn’t even been able to properly count the people coming in. ‘If I was a Bulgarian, I’d be packing my bags now, wanting to come to Britain,’ he announced, and called for the UK to leave the EU.9 Prime Minister David Cameron agreed that more control was needed, and pointed out that immigration had added ‘more than twice the population of Birmingham’ to the national total since 1997.10

But a wave of immigration equivalent to several major cities hadn’t happened overnight. It had been a large and steady flow, beginning in 2004 – at least that’s what the country’s national statisticians were saying now. And these were not people who had arrived illegally. They were people working as doctors, nurses, builders, plumbers – you name it – paying taxes, getting married and sending their children to school. They weren’t trying to hide; there would have been records of them in all sorts of systems.

The problem was that the way in which we were counting migration in and out of the country at that point was by making an estimate. And, needless to say, it had been a bad one.

At that time, the UK’s official migration estimates were based on a survey. The International Passenger Survey has been running since 1961 and was originally set up to find out what tourists and visitors coming to the UK were planning to do and how much money they planned to spend.11 It also happens to pick up a few people who are moving long-term or, in other words, migrating. But no one meant it to be the country’s sole and official way of measuring migration for the next sixty years. It was just that there wasn’t anything better to use.

You might find yourself participating in the Passenger Survey if you arrive at Heathrow airport on an international flight. What might happen is that you walk into the arrivals hall and, after a tedious wait at border control, you’re approached by someone and asked if you would be willing to answer a few questions about your trip. Assuming you say yes (which, somewhat surprisingly, 98 per cent of people do), you’ll then be asked a series of questions. Some relate to your trip – ‘What airline were you on?’, ‘How much did your plane ticket cost?’ – and others to your intentions for the trip – ‘How long are you planning to stay?’, ‘What is the purpose of your journey?’ It is through these questions about intentions that those conducting the survey can tell whether you are a migrant or not. At least, they can tell if you fit their definition, which is someone who says they intend to stay for at least one year.

Around 700,000–800,000 people are surveyed in this way every year, the majority of whom are tourists. There is no way of actually targeting people who are moving abroad – as opposed to going on holiday – until they are asked these questions about their intentions. But if you pick a representative sample of all arrivals and departures, you should pick up some migrants.

And you’d think that such a huge survey would be enough to produce reliable estimates. It did seem like the statisticians were pretty confident when they used the International Passenger Survey to estimate that around 680,000 people migrated into the UK in 2019. They seemed confident too in claiming that around a third of migrants came for work, that one in fourteen immigrants was Romanian or Bulgarian, and that migration overall added 270,000 people to the population that year.

At least, those were the estimates.

But let’s look a bit more closely at how the survey works. Around 800,000 people are interviewed and if a person says they are intending to stay for more than one year they are counted as a migrant. People will also be picked out as a migrant if they say they are planning to leave for more than one year or, in other words, to emigrate.

In 2019, only 3,000 of that 800,000 turned out to be migrants. That’s one in every 267 people who were interviewed. This number is surprisingly small given how much detailed information these individuals are expected to supply about migration patterns. And when you break it down even further and use this data to estimate, say, the number of South Americans coming for work, the sample size falls to perhaps a handful of people, or perhaps a few dozen.

There is already a risk that estimates based on this few people will not be representative. But what went wrong in the decade running up to the 2011 Census was something slightly different: whole groups of people were simply being missed.

To explain it, we have to go to Hungary in the autumn of 2003. József Váradi needed to turn his luck around. The businessman had just stepped down as CEO of Malév Hungarian Airlines, which was not doing well. Looking for a new venture, Váradi co-founded Wizz Air, a low-budget, no-frills airline. The business model was tried and tested by the likes of English and Irish companies easyJet and Ryanair: people wanted to travel and they didn’t want to pay through the nose for the privilege. And with ticket prices sometimes in the single figures, people didn’t mind flying from less glamorous regional airports like Luton and Leeds. Who actually enjoys spending two hours in Heathrow contemplating flavoured duty-free vodka and overpriced sunglasses anyway?

The timing was significant too. In a referendum in April 2003, the Hungarian people had voted 83 per cent in favour of joining the European Union (EU) and from the following year were to enjoy the freedom to live and work anywhere across the continent with virtually no strings attached.

Hungary was not the only country that joined the EU in 2004. In fact, it was part of what is known as the ‘group of 8’ or ‘accession 8 (A8)’ along with Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia, countries which collectively had a population of around 73 million.12 And it wasn’t the prospect of a weekend getaway in Luton that attracted people: they were looking to migrate.

In preparation for the
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