M. Tolts (The Hebrew University of Jerusalem): Soviet Demographic Statistics as a Problematic Basis for Measuring Post-Soviet Socio-Economic Dynamics

The Soviet regime was obsessed with secrecy which prevailed in many areas. In prospective presentation, two types of secrecy of demographic data in the Soviet Union will be discussed: secrecy that distorts data and secrecy that does not distort data. Special attention will be devoted to the reliability of regional data. Based on Rosstat (Goskomstat of Russia) regional data published after the disclosure of former hidden settlements (secret towns), we will re-estimate the numbers of the urban populations for 14 regions of the Russian Federation in the 1989 Soviet census, and accordingly study their dynamics in comparison with the 2002 census data. Comparability of regional socio-economic statistics and altered regional Soviet census data will be studied as well. The most recent developments in Rosstat publications devoted to demography will be analyzed. Finally, the most serious unsolved problems of the comparison between Soviet and post-Soviet demographic data will be pointed out. One problem persists that complicates our efforts to evaluate the regional and urban population data presented in the previous Soviet censuses, as well as derivative socio-economic indices (e.g., per capita) based on population counts in the affected regions. Distortions of up to 10 percent of the regional populations (and as high as 13 percent for their eponymous administrative centers) are examined in light of their implications for the calculation of a variety of demographic and population-based indicators in studies of the Russian Federation comparing the late Soviet and early post-Soviet periods. We found that there is no comparability between the collected regional socio-economic statistics and the altered regional Soviet census data, especially for a subset of 14 regions and their respective administrative centers. This inevitably distorts the measurement of post-Soviet socio-economic dynamics. Moreover, our analysis shows that the Soviet legacy of Russian demographic statistics is preserved in official publications. Rosstat in the most recent of its publications returned to the old Soviet figures for city populations which were based on the 1989 Soviet census, and continued to use the uncorrected figures for all regions according to the data of this census. We have prepared corrected figures for the urban population of the 14 regions in the 1989 Soviet census, and pointed out publications of Rosstat (Goskomstat of Russia) where respective corrected figures for city populations appeared. Thus, we propose a corrected basis for measuring post-Soviet regional socio-economic dynamics.

