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Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
 

Consideration of the Draft Census Order 
 

Correspondence from the Sikh Federation (UK) to the Convener 
 
Dear Joan  
 
Sikh ethnic tick box response option for the Census 2021 in Scotland 
  
Attached is a briefing produced by the All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for 
British Sikhs for UK MPs in response to the Network of Sikh Organisations (NSO) 
briefing described by the APPG as “biased” and “misleading” and including matters 
irrelevant to the issue at hand.  
 
Three fundamental questions are addressed in the APPG briefing. 
  
1. Are Sikhs an ethnic group?  
2. Why is census data from the voluntary religion question and associated monitoring 
of religion by public bodies totally inadequate with regards to Sikhs?  
3. What is the evidence of support for and opposition to a Sikh ethnic tick box response 
option?  
 
The answer to the first question covers an important matter of law equally applicable 
in Scotland that many, including some Sikhs, do not fully appreciate or understand. 
National Records for Scotland (NRS) or those employed to conduct cognitive focus 
groups may not therefore have explained the significance of the legal position 
regarding Sikhs to participants in focus groups judging by some of the responses NRS 
have used to arrive at decisions.  
 
The answer to the second question concerning the usefulness of the voluntary religion 
question is equally valid in Scotland. The data provided in the briefing from 2001 and 
2011 is UK wide. Although the religion question in Scotland is different to that in 
England and Wales comparisons can be made across the UK. In England and Wales 
the question is “what is your religion?” whereas in Scotland the question is “what 
religion, religious denomination or body do you belong to?”  
 
As the religion question is also voluntary in Scotland NRS have no way to accurately 
estimate the total number of Sikhs who may not answer the voluntary religion question 
or choose the first option of “none” in Scotland. In our submission on 10 January 2020 
and before the Census Order was laid we indicated the NRS conclusion that the 
voluntary religious question is appropriate regarding Sikhs in Scotland was unfair and 
illogical.  
 
In 2001 33% and in 2011 44% of the Scottish population chose to either not answer 
the voluntary religious question or choose “none”. A much higher proportion than in 
England and Wales. We pointed out on a simple pro rata basis, the Scottish Sikh 
population in 2011 may have been undercounted by 40%.  
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The trend in not answering the voluntary religious question or choosing “none” is 
expected to continue. Data released for Scotland from the Annual Population Survey 
on 13 December 2019 suggested 52% of the Scottish population would choose “none”. 
The voluntary religion question alone is therefore not an alternative data source from 
the census to accurately determine the number of Sikhs.  
 
NRS appear to have collected no evidence in Scotland to estimate the degree to which 
Sikhs may have been undercounted by the voluntary religious question in 2011. In 
England and Wales the Office for National Statistics (ONS) developed and used a 
modelling technique using names (“names exercise”) to identify Sikhs that may have 
been missed from their Census count in 2011. We have asked NRS if they applied the 
same modelling technique in Scotland, but we have had no response. In England and 
Wales this identified over 53,000 Sikhs that had been missed in 2011 confirming the 
voluntary religion question on its own is insufficient to identify Sikhs.  
 
Like England and Wales our understanding is that data on religion is not routinely 
collected in surveys or reported on by public bodies in Scotland. High levels of missing 
data undermine the quality of the data collected and its use. In Scotland ethnicity as 
defined in the census remains the primary source of data collection and is therefore 
used by public bodies in Scotland in monitoring equality.  
 
The answer to the third question in the briefing relates to England and Wales. As we 
indicated in out letter on 10 January 2020 in Scotland the NRS has concluded there is 
a strong user need to collect information about Sikhs in Scotland and recognised 
concerns expressed by stakeholders that using religion as a proxy for the Sikh 
population risks undercounting.  
 
In addition, NRS has found that the inclusion of a Sikh ethnic tick box was acceptable 
to many focus group participants and its online qualitative survey indicated preference 
for an ethnic group question with a Sikh ethnic tick box response option compared to 
the 2011 question. This indicates an ethnic group question with a Sikh ethnic tick box 
response option would be a considerable improvement on the 2011 question and 
acceptable to the majority of those asked despite some misunderstanding of the legal 
recognition of Sikhs as an ethnic group.  
 
Combining the results from the voluntary religion question and the responses to the 
mandatory ethnic group question with a Sikh ethnic tick box response would improve 
data quality in Scotland for the minority Sikh community.  
 
We requested the following information from NRS before our meeting with Fiona 
Hyslop, the Cabinet Secretary that NRS will also be attending:  
 

• direct or indirect reliance on any work undertaken by the ONS in England and 
Wales since 2015; 

• results of public consultation undertaken on topics and options for questions for 
the census in Scotland to determine if there was any opposition to a Sikh ethnic 
tick box response option; 

• results of any detailed testing of a Sikh ethnic tick box option in Scotland; 
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• meetings specifically with the Sikh community other than Sikhs in Scotland for 
example at Gurdwaras in Scotland; 

• any Sikh stakeholder events in Scotland; 

• individual views of Gurdwaras/organisations for and against a Sikh ethnic tick 
box that were mentioned by the Cabinet Secretary at the Culture, Tourism, 
Europe and External Affairs Committee meeting on 30 January 2020; 

• work to determine how many Sikhs may have been missed in Scotland in 2011 
who did not answer the voluntary religion question or chose “none” and did not 
use the write in option and specify Sikh in the ethnic group question; 

• the equivalent of the Sikh names exercise by ONS and if not undertaken in 
Scotland why this was the case; 

• in presenting the findings of why a Sikh ethnic tick box response option has not 
been proposed why it has been presented by NRS as a choice between a Sikh 
tick box in the voluntary religion or a Sikh ethnic tick box rather than the latter 
supplementing the responses to the religion question; 

• the basis of providing some with prompts e.g. Somali, Jewish etc. but not others 
e.g. Sikh and the legal status of prompts as they are not covered by the Census 
Order, but only in the specimen questions/responses; 

• how prompts will work with online completion of the census questionnaire; 

• copy of any legal advice taken by NRS on Sikhs as an ethnic group and if this 
legal point was clarified with participants of focus groups or for qualitative 
survey purposes; 

• any use NRS made or verification of the APPG Survey of Gurdwara results that 
had responses from Gurdwaras in Glasgow, Edinburgh and Dundee as all 
Scottish Gurdwaras that responded to the survey supported a Sikh ethnic tick 
box response option.  
 

NRS responded yesterday stating they will ensure we receive a response within 20 
working days to the above points raised with them on 5 February. These were raised 
after NRS declined to meet prior to meeting with the Cabinet Secretary on 18 February. 
Some of these points were raised with the Committee on 10 January or raised by the 
Committee at the hearing on 30 January. This information would have been helpful for 
the meeting with the Cabinet Secretary and NRS next week knowing there is a 
possibility of legal action if progress at that meeting is not possible.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Bhai Amrik Singh 
Chair, Sikh Federation (UK) 
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ANNEXE 
 

 
 

Campaign for a Sikh ethnic tick box response option in the Census 

2021 
 
The APPG for British Sikhs with support from hundreds of MPs from across the political 
spectrum has since it was set up in 2005 been campaigning for a Sikh ethnic tick box 
response option in the census. Before the APPG came into existence Conservative 
MPs in opposition led this campaign after the Census 2001 and were backed by MPs 
from other political parties, especially MPs that had large numbers of Sikh 
constituents.1  
 
Some MPs may have received a briefing last week titled “Why Sikhs should not have 
a Sikh ethnic tick box and are not a distinct ethnic group” from the Network of Sikh 
Organisations (NSO) headed by cross-bencher Lord Singh. Disappointingly the NSO 
briefing is biased, misleading and includes matters that are totally irrelevant to the 
issue at hand.  
 
The NSO and its head have shockingly described MPs on all sides backing the Sikh 
community in this campaign as “naïve” and “bewildered”. This sort of language is 
hugely discourteous to hundreds of elected MPs who have had letters from 
constituents in support of this campaign and in many cases discussed this issue locally 
at Gurdwaras on many occasions and with individual Sikh constituents. MPs leading 
this campaign have also seen detailed evidence gathered and provided to the Office 
for National Statistics (ONS) over the last five years.  
 
 

 
 

                                            
1 Early Day Motion 1464 – Recognition of Sikhs tabled in June 2002 had cross-party backing of 174 
MPs – 62 Conservative MPs, 66 Labour MPs, 39 Liberal Democrat MPs, 4 Scottish National Party 
MPs, 2 Ulster Unionist Party MPs and 1 Plaid Cymru MP.   

https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/20089/recognition-of-sikhs
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This briefing from APPG officers leading on this issue is for all MPs, especially those 
recently elected like myself with large numbers of Sikh constituents. It is essential at 
this critical juncture in terms of the legal challenge that looks as though it will proceed 
to the Court of Appeal and the political decision that needs to be made by Cabinet 
Office Ministers of whether to agree to include a Sikh ethnic tick box response option 
in the Census Order to be laid in Parliament or risk a delay to the Census.  
 
Three fundamental questions directly relevant to this campaign are addressed in the 
attached briefing.  
 
1. Are Sikhs an ethnic group?  
2. Why is census data from the voluntary religion question and associated monitoring 
of religion by public bodies totally inadequate with regards to Sikhs?  
3. What is the evidence of support for and opposition to a Sikh ethnic tick box response 
option?  
 
1) Are Sikhs an ethnic group?  
 
The following is taken from the Mandla v Dowell-Lee judgement in the House of Lords 
in 1983. The term 'ethnic' in s3 of the 1976 Race Relations Act (replaced by the 
Equality Act 2010) was to be construed relatively widely in a broad cultural and historic 
sense. For a group to constitute an 'ethnic group' for the purposes of the 1976 Act it 
had to regard itself, and be regarded by others, as a distinct community by virtue of 
certain characteristics, two of which were essential.  
 
First it had to have a long-shared history, of which the group was conscious as 
distinguishing it from other groups, and the memory of which it kept alive, and second 
it had to have a cultural tradition of its own, including family and social customs and 
manners, often but not necessarily associated with religious observance.  
 
In addition, the following characteristics could also be relevant, namely 
 
(a) either a common geographical origin or descent from a small number of common 
ancestors.  
(b) a common language, which did not necessarily have to be peculiar to the group.  
(c) a common literature peculiar to the group. 
(d) a common religion different from that of neighbouring groups or from the general 
community surrounding it. 
(e) the characteristic of being a minority or being an oppressed or a dominant group 
within a larger community.  
 
Applying those characteristics, the Law Lords in a unanimous and historic 5:0 verdict 
established in 1983 that in UK law Sikhs are a group defined by reference to 
'ethnic origins'. ONS has never disputed Sikhs are not legally recognised as an 
ethnic group and acknowledged the Mandla v Dowell-Lee ruling. Therefore, NSO 
assertions to re-write the current legal position based on where most Sikhs in the UK 
are born are irrelevant in terms of the two essential characteristics.  
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2) Why is census data from the voluntary religion question and associated 
monitoring of religion by public bodies totally inadequate with regards to Sikhs?  
 
When Parliament agreed that data relating to religion could be captured in the census 
in 2001, it stipulated that this should be voluntarily provided, due to public acceptability 
concerns. ONS therefore have no way to accurately estimate the total number of Sikhs 
who may not answer the voluntary religion question or choose the first option of “no 
religion” or “none”. In 2001 14 million of the UK population did not answer the voluntary 
religion question or chose the first option of “no religion” or “none”. By 2011 this had 
risen to 20 million and the latest ONS data released on 13 December 2019 from the 
Annual Population Survey suggests by 2021 this number is likely to top 30 million2. On 
a simple pro rata basis around 1 in 3 or over 200,000 Sikhs in the UK could have been 
missed from the Sikh count in the voluntary religion question in the Census 2011.  
 
Three years earlier in 2017 the ONS concluded the religion question alone may 
significantly underestimate the number and distribution of the Sikh population and 
there was no “alternative source” from the Census that was suitable on its own. ONS 
therefore started extensive testing in February 2017 of the Sikh ethnic tick box 
response option to supplement data from the voluntary religion question and found a 
Sikh ethnic tick box response option if available would identify twice as many Sikhs 
than a write in option. Following this ONS also undertook research and modelling in 
2018 and using one parameter alone (surnames) found over 53,000 Sikhs may have 
been missed by responses to the religious question in 2011 and who did not make the 
additional effort of using the ethnic group write in option and stipulate Sikh.3 
 
On 4 December 2019 ONS published a research report and admitted data on religion 
are not routinely collected on surveys or reported on by public bodies.4 ONS have set 
up the Centre for Equalities and Inclusion and they have produced their initial review 
of existing published statistics on religion and equalities, covering education; work; 
living standards; health; justice and personal security; and participation.5 This has 
highlighted a number of potential gaps in the existing evidence base, including in the 
availability of up-to-date estimates of the size of the different religious populations.  
 
Not surprisingly as the religion question in the census is voluntary most of the data 
sources for religion from public bodies have an optional entry or a “prefer not to say” 
option. The voluntary nature of the religion question therefore has serious implications 
for the number of responses received as well as the quality of the data collected. ONS 
has acknowledged limitations with the number of responses, high levels of 
“missingness” in surveys and insufficient data to enable meaningful analysis by 
different religions. ONS has admitted quality may be an issue particularly if non-
response or “missingness” is not distributed evenly across the different religions. In 
contrast ONS recognise ethnicity as defined in the census remains the primary source 
of data collection in the UK and is therefore used by public bodies in monitoring 
equality.  
 
                                            
2 ONS data on religion released on 13 December 2019   
3 Sikh names research report released in December 2018.   
4 Research report on population estimates by ethnic group and religion (December 2019).   
5 Equalities data audit report, including limitations of data gathered on religions (October 2018).  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religion/adhocs/10999religionbysexandagegroupingreatbritain2018to2019
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/2021censustopicresearchupdatedecember2018#annex-5-sikh-names-research-report-2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/researchreportonpopulationestimatesbyethnicgroupandreligion/2019-12-04
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/methodologicalpublications/generalmethodology/onsworkingpaperseries/equalitiesdataauditfinalreport
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The key question MPs have been asking Cabinet Office Ministers throughout this 
process is how 40,000 public bodies will routinely collect information about Sikhs for 
decision making purposes if there is not a Sikh ethnic tick box response option in the 
next census. It is clear if the Cabinet Office want to ensure equal opportunities 
and address the possibility of any discrimination against the minority Sikh 
community by public bodies this is not possible with a voluntary religion 
question and will only be possible if there is a Sikh ethnic tick box response 
option in the Census 2021.  
 
3) What is the evidence of support for and opposition to a Sikh ethnic tick box 
response option?  
 
The Census White Paper published in December 2018 stated that the inclusion of a 
Sikh ethnic tick box “would not be acceptable to a proportion of the Sikh population”. 
Initially ONS told MPs it relied on 53 participants in six Sikh focus groups to arrive at 
this conclusion but have had to subsequently admit in correspondence to MPs and in 
court that this only provides “qualitative” and not “quantitative” information and cannot 
be used to draw a conclusion of the Sikh population.  
 
The ONS has also been unable to provide evidence to support the assertion in the 
Equality Impact Assessment accompanying the White Paper which states: “our 
community-based research showed that the majority of participants from the Sikh 
population did not find it acceptable to have a tick-box”. In fact, the evidence presented 
in the High Court, including that uncovered after the White Paper was published 
directly contradicts this assertion with the exact opposite being true.  
 
The most significant evidence sources available to the ONS that clearly point towards 
significant support for a Sikh ethnic tick box response option are as follows:  
 
a) Census 2011 - 83,362 Sikhs made the effort to use the write in option and wrote 
Sikh to the ethnic group question to register a protest against the existing ethnic group 
tick box options. This was almost an eightfold increase on the Census 2001 and 8.2% 
of those that wrote their ethnic group was Sikh did not use the Sikh tick box for religion. 
It would be reasonable to assume the proportion not indicating their religion as Sikh 
would be a significantly higher percentage if a Sikh ethnic tick box response option 
had been available.  
 
b) ONS official consultations in 2015 and 2016 – ONS received 1,095 responses to 
their consultation, 279 of these were from organisations, with the majority being from 
public bodies such as local authorities and 816 were from individuals. The Equality 
Impact Assessment accompanying the Census White Paper indicated of the new 
ethnic tick boxes requested, the Sikh ethnic group tick box had the largest number of 
requests. Many Sikh organisations e.g. Sikh Council UK, Sikh Federation (UK), The 
Sikh Network, Sikh Study Forum, Khalsa Foundation etc. and public bodies like 
Birmingham City Council and University of Wolverhampton all responded calling for a 
Sikh ethnic tick box response option. The 1,095 public consultation responses did not 
have any responses from Sikh or non-Sikh organisations, stakeholders or individuals 
expressing opposition to a Sikh ethnic tick box response option.  
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It should be noted the NSO has been claiming for many years to connect 130 
Gurdwaras and Sikh organisations, but neither the NSO or those it claims to connect 
responded to official ONS consultations in 2015 or 2016 opposing a Sikh ethnic tick 
box or suggesting any alternative. Despite repeated requests from MPs and the 
community over many years the NSO has been unwilling to share a list of any of the 
130 Gurdwaras and Sikh organisations it supposedly claims to connect and represent.  
 
c) ONS hosted community event in October 2017 - The ONS hosted the “2021 
Census and Statistics about the Sikh Community” event in London and invited 
organisations and individual experts who have an interest in statistics about the Sikh 
community. The ONS write up of the event states the “majority of attendees at the 
event declared affiliation or membership to the following organisations: City Sikhs, 
National Sikh Youth Federation, Sikh Council UK, The Sikh Federation, The Sikh 
Network, Sikh Women's Alliance, The Sikh Archive, Sikh Missionary Society UK, Sikhs 
for Labour, Statistics User Forum, Gurseva and The Khalsa Jatha British Isles Est. 
1908. Individuals also attended.”  
 
Slides shown at the meeting state that its specific purpose was “to listen and to 
understand the perspective of the Sikh community on whether or not to have a Sikh 
tick box in the ethnic group question”. At the meeting the ONS set out the following 
three options:  
 
1. Include a Sikh tick box in the ethnicity question and the religion question.  
2. Do not include a Sikh tick box in the ethnicity question but include a tick box in the 
religion question (the 2011 scenario). 
3. Include a Sikh tick box in the ethnicity question but not in the religion question . 
 
Of the 47 attendees, 45 or 96% voted in support of the first option of including the Sikh 
tick box response option in both the ethnicity and religion questions.6  
 
d) APPG Survey of Gurdwaras – On 31 January 2018 the APPG after meeting the 
Deputy National Statistician sent a letter to 250 Gurdwaras from a list provided by the 
Sikh Council UK. The letter asked Gurdwaras to indicate in writing whether or not they 
supported a Sikh ethnic group tick box response option in the Census 2021. In 
February 2018, the Deputy National Statistician wrote to the APPG about its survey of 
Gurdwaras and stated that “we should consider the legal advice first and if that did not 
provide an obvious way forward then the survey of Gurdwaras would be a helpful way 
to assess public acceptability”. The ONS chased the APPG for results of this survey 
in April and May 2018.  
 
The survey of Gurdwaras was not advertised and only one letter was sent to each 
Gurdwara with no follow up letters from the APPG. Nonetheless, 112 Gurdwaras from 
across the UK, with an official membership of over 107,000 and an estimated 
congregation (or Sangat) of over 460,000 responded to the survey. All Gurdwaras or 
100% were in favour of the option of a Sikh ethnic tick box.7 
 
                                            
6 ONS write up of the “2021 Census and Statistics about the Sikh Community” event the held in 
October 2017. 
7 The Times (23 July 2018) - Sikhs may get ethnicity status in census. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/ethnicgroupnationalidentityreligionandlanguage/summaryofthemeetingwiththesikhcommunity23october2017
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/sikhs-to-get-ethnicity-status-in-census-6n9pq9t8s
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The list of 112 Gurdwaras was given by the APPG to the National Statistician, John 
Pullinger in July 2018 followed by copies of the individual returns, so ONS could 
independently verify the evidence by making direct contact with a sample of 
Gurdwaras. This included all the largest Gurdwaras in the UK and covered the widest 
spectrum it terms of size, location (all 12 regions of the UK) and type within the 
community e.g. Singh Sabha Gurdwaras, Ramgharia Gurdwaras, Bhatra Gurdwaras 
and Ravidas Gurdwaras.  
 
The APPG Survey of Gurdwaras demonstrated the NSO is not connected to 
Gurdwaras as it was either not consulted or ignored by Gurdwaras in the 6-month 
period of the survey. The NSO instead had to make an FOI request for details of the 
112 Gurdwaras supporting a Sikh ethnic tick box response option and correspondence 
with the APPG and the two Sikh MPs. ONS rejected the FOI request in September 
2018.8 
 
e) Results of the May 2018 online quantitative survey - In May 2019 John Pullinger, 
the National Statistician, eventually shared the results of the May 2018 online 
quantitative survey of how the general population responded to the option of a Sikh 
ethnic tick box. ONS state respondents were nationally representative of England and 
Wales in terms of age, socio-economic grade and location.  
 
There were 2,412 respondents to the survey (eight of whom identified as religiously 
Sikh). The results showed that 88% of all respondents (and all eight Sikhs) were “very 
comfortable/somewhat comfortable” with a Sikh ethnic tick box option; 7% reported 
being “somewhat uncomfortable/very uncomfortable” and 5% misunderstood the 
question.  
 
The evidence collected by the ONS and the APPG over the last five years is 
conclusive in terms of Sikh and non-Sikh support for a Sikh ethnic tick box 
response option with limited opposition.  
 
Conclusion  
 
In the High Court hearing the judge was not convinced with the evidence from focus 
groups to prove the majority of the Sikh population was opposed to a Sikh ethnic tick 
box response option. Lawyers for the government could only refer to opposition from 
Lord Singh.  
 
The reason for opposition to an additional ethnic tick box response option for Sikhs, 
especially from any Sikh organisation makes no sense. Individuals can if they so wish 
use any of the existing ethnic tick box options. The NSO in its latest briefing to MPs 
indicates its clear preference for the Indian as opposed to Sikh ethnic tick box.  
 
UK law is very clear that Sikhs constitute an ethnic group. The ONS logic of obtaining 
accurate data regarding Sikhs from the voluntary religion question in 2021 is 
fundamentally flawed. A voluntary religion question alone will not allow the number 
and distribution of the Sikh population to be accurately determined unless it is 
supplemented by a Sikh ethnic tick box response option in the ethnic group question. 

                                            
8 Freedom of Information request by the NSO rejected by the ONS in September 2018. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/aboutus/transparencyandgovernance/freedomofinformationfoi/proposedsikhethnictickboxforcensus2021
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There is clear and substantive evidence of Sikh community support for a Sikh ethnic 
tick box response option.  
 
The Sikh Federation (UK) is a grassroots organisation with contacts across the UK 
that has been leading the campaign on behalf of the Sikh community that 
demonstrably enjoys widespread community support on this issue. It has secured the 
support of over 150 named Gurdwaras and Sikh organisations for the legal challenge. 
The majority are Gurdwaras, but also include organisations such as the British Sikh 
Federation, Sikh Missionary Society UK, Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha (UK), 
United Sikhs and Sikhs in England. 


