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Without Critical Funding, Trouble Likely Ahead for 2020 U.S. Census  

By Claire Zippel and Jodi Kwarciany

A lack of needed funding may jeopardize the 2020 U.S. Census, making it more difficult to properly allocate 
federal funding to the District and the states. It also would deprive DC government and analysts like us of 
accurate data needed to think about the kinds of city services and investments that are most important for 
DC residents.  
 
The census collects demographic information on the U.S. population every 10 years. The findings are used 
to distribute more than $600 billion annually in federal funds, and also help determine how many seats in 
Congress each state will be allotted.  
 
A given census is planned years in advance, and 
over time more funding is typically added to its 
budget to reflect cost updates and to conduct 
pre-survey testing, planning, and outreach. 
However, the proposed federal budget increase 
for the 2020 Census remains far below those of 
previous census cycles. A growing number of 
stakeholders, including both right- and left-
leaning research organizations, advocacy 
groups, city and state governments, and 
business groups, are sounding the alarm about 
an underfunded census. And the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office added the 
2020 Decennial Census to the list of high-risk 
government projects. 
 
This lack of adjustment to the budget is already 
impacting the census in major ways. The 
Census Bureau has delayed an advertising campaign due to the funding shortfall, and cancelled field tests of 
new procedures and technologies intended to increase the share of people who complete the survey. Robust 
outreach is critical to making sure harder-to-reach populations, like immigrants, lower-income people, and 
communities of color, are counted.  
 
Adequate outreach efforts are particularly important for the District. About 21 percent of DC residents live 
in “hard-to-count” neighborhoods, which are areas where a quarter or more households required in-person 
follow up to complete the census questionnaire in 2010. Inadequate funding for new procedures designed to 
boost how many of these households return the census questionnaire by mail, or for fieldworkers to follow 
up in-person with those who do not, means that these households could be missed in 2020. 
 

https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/6-10-15_censusletter.pdf
https://censusproject.files.wordpress.com/2017/09/2017-09-01censusprojectletter-f2.pdf
https://censusproject.files.wordpress.com/2017/09/2017-09-01censusprojectletter-f2.pdf
https://censusproject.files.wordpress.com/2015/12/census-funding-letter-4-21-17.pdf
https://www.bisnow.com/national/news/construction-development/theres-trouble-brewing-with-the-census-and-that-might-affect-post-2020-real-estate-development-76896
https://www.uschamber.com/press-release/us-chamber-backs-census-bureaus-effort-accurately-count-nations-population
http://www.gao.gov/highrisk/2020_decennial_census/why_did_study
http://www.gao.gov/highrisk/2020_decennial_census/why_did_study
https://www2.census.gov/cac/sac/meetings/2016-04/2016-bentley.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/underfunding-census-is-pound-foolish
http://www.censushardtocountmaps2020.us/img/pdf/CD_1198.pdf
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An inaccurate census wouldn’t just be bad for data nerds like DCFPI staff. A flawed 2020 Census has real 
stakes for the District.  

• Inequitable undercounting. People of color, lower-income people, people who do not speak English 
fluently, and undocumented people are most likely to be undercounted in a underfunded decennial 
census. In fact, the NAACP is suing the Trump administration for this very reason, warning that “if we 
aren’t counted, then we don’t count.”  

• Possible loss of federal funding. DC is entitled to $3.1 billion (or $4,900 per person) each year in 
federal funds that are awarded based on decennial census-derived numbers, according to George 
Washington University. A flawed census that undercounts DC residents, especially people of color and 
low-income people, could unfairly reduce federal funds to the District for critical programs like Medicaid 
and SNAP.  

•  Harder to plan city services. Many of the District’s plans for city services and investments—including 
school modernization, sustainability, and affordable housing—use numbers from the decennial census 
and other surveys that flow from the census. And, DC uses the decennial census to draw Ward 
boundaries, meaning that an inaccurate census could impact political representation within the District. 

 
Good policy starts with good data that accurately reflect all residents in a community. Policymakers at the 
federal level should ensure that the 2020 Census has the resources it needs.    
 
 

https://www.census.gov/coverage_measurement/pdfs/g01.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/cac/nac/reports/2016-07-admin_internet-wg-report.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/10/06/naacp-lawsuit-alleges-trump-administration-will-undercount-minorities-in-2020-census/?utm_term=.efbae6d1010c
https://gwipp.gwu.edu/sites/gwipp.gwu.edu/files/downloads/District%20of%20Columbia%2008-18-17.pdf
https://docs.google.com/a/dc.gov/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGMuZ292fGRjcHMtc2Nob29sLW1vZGVybml6YXRpb25zfGd4OjU1MTAxN2M4NzJkNWNjYmM
http://www.sustainabledc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/SDC_Plan_2016_compressed2.pdf
https://dhcd.dc.gov/service/consolidated-plan-housing-and-community-development

