


Concerns and Responses
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Redistricting and Exact Counts
In the US, legislative districts must have equal size.

Decennial Census counts of each block are the “official counts.”
Some data users are concerned that adding noise to the 
counts will make them unfit for use.
However:

Evaluation of districts is based on official decennial counts; these 
data are used for 10 years.
Noise added by DP is significantly less than noise added by other 
statistical methods currently in use
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Ruggles Concerns
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Differential privacy is not a measure of identifiability
Differential privacy does not measure disclosure risk
“Differential Privacy is not concerned with re-identification of 
respondents

• “DP prohibits revealing characteristics of an individual even if the 
identity of that individual is effectively concealed 

• “This is a radical departure from established census law and 
precedent 

• “The Census Bureau has been disseminating individual-level 
characteristics routinely since the first microdata in 1962



Organized attack on the move to 
differential privacy
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Concerns:
• “Differential privacy will degrade the quality of data available 

about the population, and will probably make scientifically 
useful public use microdata impossible

• The differential privacy approach is inconsistent with the 
statutory obligations, history, and core mission of the Census 
Bureau”



Analysis of population variances
David Van Riper & Tracy Kugler, IPUMS (APDU 2019)
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Analysis of population variances
David Van Riper & Tracy Kugler, IPUMS (APDU 2019)

32



Analysis of population variances
David Van Riper & Tracy Kugler, IPUMS (APDU 2019)
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For more 
information…
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Communications of ACM March 2019
Garfinkel & Abowd

Can a set of equations keep 
U.S. census data private?
By Jeffrey Mervis
Science
Jan. 4, 2019 , 2:50 PM

http://bit.ly/Science2019C1

https://www.sciencemag.org/author/jeffrey-mervis


More Background on the 2020 Disclosure Avoidance 
System
September 14, 2017 CSAC (overall design)
https://www2.census.gov/cac/sac/meetings/2017-09/garfinkel-modernizing-disclosure-
avoidance.pdf
August, 2018 KDD’18 (top-down v. block-by-block)
https://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/ldi/49/
October, 2018 WPES (implementation issues)
https://arxiv.org/abs/1809.02201
October, 2018 ACMQueue (understanding database reconstruction) 
https://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/ldi/50/ or
https://queue.acm.org/detail.cfm?id=3295691
Memorandum 2019.13: Disclosure Avoidance System Design Parameters
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-census/2020-census/planning-
management/memo-series/2020-memo-2019_13.html
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