April 12,2018

The Honorable Ron Johnson The Honorable Claire McCaskill

Chairman Ranking Member

Senate Committee on Homeland Senate Committee on Homeland
Security and Government Affairs Security and Government Affairs

U.S. Senate U.S. Senate

340 Dirksen Senate Office Building 340 Dirksen Senate Office Building

Washington, D.C. 20510 Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Chairman Johnson and Ranking Member McCaskill:

On behalf of the undersigned organizations, we urge you to hold oversight hearings promptly on
Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross’s decision to include a new citizenship question on the 2020
decennial census. We believe that Secretary Ross, who previously expressed concerns to the U.S.
House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform about adding untested questions, must
explain his decision, which was made despite widespread objections from stakeholders, former
Census Bureau directors, and career staff at the Census Bureau. We share the Secretary’s stated
goal of a fair and accurate census; however, the addition of an untested citizenship question after
years of careful, and costly, research, testing, and planning will compromise preparations for the
2020 Census, thereby jeopardizing the accuracy of the count in all communities—an outcome
that the nation will have to live with for the next ten years.

We believe Secretary Ross must explain why he disregarded the advice of Census officials,
including six former Census Bureau directors from Republican and Democratic administrations,
who stated in a January 26" letter to the Secretary, “We strongly believe that adding an untested
question on citizenship status at this late point in the decennial planning process would put the
accuracy of the enumeration and success of the census in all communities at grave risk.” What
gives us further cause for concern are reports that the Commerce Department overruled the
advice of career officials at the Census Bureau. Officials rightly worried that adding a citizenship
question to the decennial census could depress response rates and lead to an undercount. These
officials worked throughout the decade to understand the intricacies of the census and how
asking certain questions can affect response rates, data collection methods, truthfulness of
responses, and overall willingness to be counted in the census. Their advice should not be
disregarded, especially for an issue that Secretary Ross himself acknowledged was “a big and
very controversial request.”


https://www.washingtonpost.com/r/2010-2019/WashingtonPost/2018/03/27/Editorial-Opinion/Graphics/DOJ_census_ques_request_Former_Directors_ltr_to_Ross.pdf
https://www.propublica.org/article/wilbur-ross-overruled-career-officials-at-census-bureau-to-add-citizenship-question

In addition, Secretary Ross must explain why he believes the citizenship question was
“well-tested,” as stated in his memo explaining the decision, when in fact the question has never
been tested in a contemporary census-like environment. While the American Community Survey
includes a citizenship question, as did the census “long form” before it, the question has not been
asked on the census form that goes to all households since 1950. As the former census directors
highlighted, every census is different, and the environment in which a census occurs is a
significant factor. Small changes to the order of questions, wording, and instructions can have
significant and often unexpected consequences for response rates and the quality and truthfulness
of answers. The consequences of adding a citizenship question to the 2020 Census on data
quality and census accuracy, therefore, are completely unknown.

We also believe that Secretary Ross must explain how the inclusion of the question will impact
the Bureau’s ability to reach and count all communities equally well, especially in the current
contemporary environment of fear. It is not, as Secretary Ross asserts, the responsibility of
stakeholders to demonstrate that including a citizenship question will depress response rates.
Rather, it is the Secretary’s job to ensure through rigorous research and testing that the question
will not affect the level of responses. The Census Bureau noted, in a presentation in November
2017, that there was growing fear and reluctance to fill out the census in the current political
climate. A citizenship question is likely to exacerbate those fears. Secretary Ross must explain
and document with objective scientific evidence why he believes this would not be the case.

Finally, we believe that Secretary Ross must satisfy the committees of legislative jurisdiction that
political motivations did not improperly taint the decision to add a citizenship question. On
March 19", the Trump reelection campaign sent an email to supporters saying, “The President
wants the 2020 United States Census to ask people whether or not they are citizens.” The
campaign followed up on March 28" with an email celebrating the Secretary’s decision. The
decennial census is not a political function; it is a constitutionally mandated process to count
every person in the United States. Since 1790 every census has included citizens and
non-citizens alike. The Constitution vests Congress with the responsibility for overseeing the
enumeration and achieving that goal. While the census—as the basis for political apportionment
and equal representation—has political consequences, the conduct of the census must be strictly
nonpartisan and non-political.

We urge the Committee on Homeland Security and Government Affairs to conduct oversight
hearings on the Commerce Secretary’s decision to add a citizenship question to the decennial
census as soon as possible. Thank you for your consideration of our views. Please feel free to
contact John Foti at (202)-730-7157 if you have any questions.

Sincerely,



[organizations here]

cc: Members of the U.S. Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Government Affairs



