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Topic [002]: Birth Registration in Developing Nations 

 

Introduction 

Birth registration, as defined by the United Nations Children’s Fund, is the            

official recording of a child's birth by the government of any given nation. Ideally, it               1

should be part of an effective civil registration system that acknowledges the existence             

of the person before the law, establishes the child’s family ties and tracks the major               

events of an individual’s life, from live birth to marriage and death. A fully functional               

civil registration system should be compulsory, universal, permanent and continuous          

and should ensure the confidentiality of personal data, allowing for effective           

transmission and storage of information. Ideally, an efficient system of registration           2

should maintain two primary objectives, both from legal and statistical standpoints.           

1 UNICEF, “Birth Registration Right From The Start," Innocenti Digest, March 2002. 
http://www.childinfo.org/files/birthregistration_Digestenglish.pdf.  
2 United Nations Children's Fund. “Every Child's Birth Right - Inequalities and Trends in Birth Registration,” UNICEF, 
2013. 
http://www.unicef.org/gambia/Every_childs_birth_right_-_inequities_and_trends_in_birth_registration_-_2013_report.p
df  

http://www.childinfo.org/files/birthregistration_Digestenglish.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/gambia/Every_childs_birth_right_-_inequities_and_trends_in_birth_registration_-_2013_report.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/gambia/Every_childs_birth_right_-_inequities_and_trends_in_birth_registration_-_2013_report.pdf
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Such a system, and its instrumental value in safeguarding human rights, contributes to             

the normal functioning of any society. 

Birth registration signifies the beginning of the legal contract between the           

individual and the State known as citizenship. It may also prove to be vital for               3

confirmation of nationality following tumultuous events such as armed conflict and           

situations of state succession in politically unstable regions. The registration of births            

and acquisition of citizenship are distinct processes; birth registration itself serves as            

important proof of the facts that form the basis for conferral of citizenship. More              

specifically it establishes a legal record of where the child was born and who his or her                 

parents are and thus whether the child can acquire citizenship on the basis of place of                

birth (jus soli) or descent (jus sanguinis). 

Article 7 of the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) specifies              

that every child under the age of 18 years has the right to be registered at birth without                  

any discrimination. Promoting children’s rights to birth registration fall clearly within           4

UNICEF’s mandate and has been a key component of its programming since the late              

1990s. In many ways, birth registration can be seen as a child’s ‘passport to protection’,               

thereby making it essential to provide in both developing and developed nations.  

 

Necessity of Birth Registration 

The right to a name and nationality has become well established amongst first             

world countries, given the large scope of amenities and services they provide on a              

regular basis to their populations. However, in 2000, approximately 51 million births            

went unregistered – over 40 per cent of all estimated births worldwide that year.              5

Given the sheer scope of these unaccounted births, it is in the United Nation’s best               

interests to address and offer insight on this issue.  

3 "Birth Registration." UNICEF. January 13, 2014. http://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58010.html.  
4 UNICEF, “Birth Registration Right From The Start,” 2002.  
5 Mikkelsen, Lene, Alan Lopez, and David Phillips. "Why Birth and Death Registration Really are "vital" Statistics for 
Development.” Human Development Reports. April 14, 2015. 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/why-birth-and-death-registration-really-are-“vital”-statistics-development.  

http://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58010.html
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/why-birth-and-death-registration-really-are-/%E2%80%9Cvital/%E2%80%9D-statistics-development
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The majority of these unregistered children are almost always from          

low-income, marginalized or displaced families, or from countries where systems of           

registration are not in place or functional. It is unsurprising that countries dealing with              

armed conflict or civil war make up the majority of the countries with the lowest birth                

registration. In fact, globally, South Asia has the largest number of unregistered            

children, with approximately 22.5 million, or over 40 per cent of the world’s             

unregistered births in 2000. In second was sub-Saharan Africa, where 70 per cent of all               

births went unregistered in 2000; the South Asian figure came in at 63 per cent. In the                 

Middle East and North Africa, nearly a third of the children born in 2000 were               

unregistered, while in East Asia and the Pacific, 22 per cent of births were not               

registered.  6

 

 

Figure 1: Vital Statistics Performance Index of countries throughout the world           
describing the overall utility and accuracy of death certificate data based on a             
composite of six indicators of quality, completeness, and timeliness (post-2005)          
(Source: United Nations Development Program, 2015) 

6 United Nations Children's Fund. “Every Child's Birth Right - Inequalities and Trends in Birth Registration,” UNICEF, 
2013.  
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Apart from being the first legal acknowledgement of a child’s existence, the            

registration of births is fundamental to the realization of a number of rights and              

practical needs including access to health care, immunization, and enrolment into           

educational institutions. It is a key component in securing a child’s right to a              7

nationality (at the time of birth or at a later stage), getting a passport, opening a bank                 

account, voting, obtaining credit, and finding employment. However, it is also           

essential in ensuring the welfare, happiness, and safety of all children, in regards to a               

variety of issues. This may include enforcing laws relating to minimum age for             

employment, instilling a proof of age check to inhibit child marriage amongst young             

girls before they are legally eligible, and ensuring that children in conflict with the law               

are given special protection, and not treated (legally and practically) as adults. Birth             

registration also has the power to protect young people from under-age military service             

or conscription, harassment by police or other law enforcement officials, and trafficked            

youth who are eventually reunited with family members.  8

 

Barriers to Registration  

It is clear that there is a blatant need for such services as birth registration               

amongst the nations of the world. However, given the time, effort and intricacies             

involved in implementing an effective system, there are obvious reasons as to why this              

has not already occurred on a broader scale. A variety of inhibiting factors play a role in                 

barring the progress and execution of a plan of this magnitude and importance. For              

one, a functioning system of birth and civil registration ensures that a given country              

has an up-to-date and reliable database for planning, yet often these are not updated              

consistently. It is imperative that these are maintained, as they are as useful on a               

7 Allan, Emelia. "An Identity for Every Child: Birth Registration and Equity in Ghana." FXB Center for Health Human 
Rights Harvard University. 2015. 
http://fxb.harvard.edu/an-identity-for-every-child-birth-registration-and-equity-in-ghana/.  
8 "UNICEF Fact Sheet: Birth Registration." UNICEF. http://www.unicef.org/newsline/2003/03fsbirthregistration.htm.  

http://fxb.harvard.edu/an-identity-for-every-child-birth-registration-and-equity-in-ghana/
http://www.unicef.org/newsline/2003/03fsbirthregistration.htm
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national level as they are for local government bodies responsible for maintaining            

education, health and other social services within the community.   9

The majority of countries have a legal provision for registering childbirths           

within a prescribed period; however, such laws are often not comprehensive enough            

and are not enforced effectively. In many developing nations, birth registration systems            

have fallen into disuse as a result of a lack of oversight and bureaucratic lethargy.               10

Given the costs attached to providing birth registration, this may also be attributed to a               

lack of resources. The practicality of implementing appropriate systems may also be an             

issue as a result of geographic location. Births in isolated rural areas, or births away               

from medical facilities (where registration usually occurs) become difficult to map out            

and, therefore, provide for.  11

Not only this, but within certain situations, there may be a deliberate element             

to a lack of birth registration, with particular groups being excluded as a result of               

discriminatory policies that attempt to minimize the presence of certain ethnic           

minorities for political reasons or avoid the provision of assistance to immigrants.            12

There also seems to be a particular flux in remote areas in the number of parents who                 

do not see the benefits of their own citizenship, let alone the benefits that birth               

registration would confer on their children. Where registration facilities are difficult to            

access or have costs attached, parents may be reluctant to register their children. A lack               

of parental enthusiasm for birth registration can undermine efforts to improve birth            

registration systems. 

 
Ensuring Birth Registration  

9 "Overview - Birth and Civil Registration." UNICEF WCARO. 
http://www.unicef.org/wcaro/english/overview_6592.html.  
10 United Nations Children's Fund. “Every Child's Birth Right - Inequalities and Trends in Birth Registration,” UNICEF, 
2013.  
11 Li, Kun. "In Uganda, Seeking to Improve Birth Registration across Africa." UNICEF. October 16, 2013. 
http://www.unicef.org/protection/uganda_70674.html.  
12 Allan, Emelia. "An Identity for Every Child: Birth Registration and Equity in Ghana." FXB Center for Health Human 
Rights Harvard University. 2015.  

http://www.unicef.org/wcaro/english/overview_6592.html
http://www.unicef.org/protection/uganda_70674.html
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A comprehensive solution that offers promise in ameliorating the current          

situation regarding birth registration must encompass several key points. These          

strategic actions should be geared towards strengthening existing national child          

protection systems in order to reduce the obstacles involved with registration. As such,             

it is imperative that civil registry strategic planning is implemented, in addition to             

building structural capacity and raising awareness amongst the general populations of           

affected nations. Constructing a feasible and practical methodology may entail          13

integrating birth registration directly into health and education programs for children,           

with a specific focus being brought to immunization and primary schools. In addition             14

to this, a focus should be brought to supporting governments to develop online birth              

registration systems, thereby taking advantage of such amenities where they are           

available. 

13 Gambo, Johannes, and Savae Latu. "Giving Every Child a Sense of Belonging: Improving Birth Registration in 
Developing Countries." 2009 Sixth International Conference on Information Technology: New Generations, 2009. 
14 United Nations Children's Fund. “Every Child's Birth Right - Inequalities and Trends in Birth Registration,” UNICEF, 
2013. 
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Figure 2: Urban-rural disparities in birth registration rates amongst West and           
Central African nations (Source: UNICEF, 2012) 

 

Within certain nations of the world, a mandatory fee is levied for birth             

registration, thereby making it financially inaccessible to many – especially within           

countries where the problem is most pressing. As previously stated, registration           15

should be universal and free; international governments must be unanimously          

committed to making the resources available to register every child born within their             

countries without discrimination. It is essential to create an effective ‘supply’ of birth             

registration services, backed by an influx of informed ‘demand’ from the population.            

This means that all levels of society, including local communities, national institutions,            

local and national governments, NGOs and international organizations must be          

involved in developing, implementing and promoting policies and programmes for          

birth registration. This must be done in a coordinated way, as even the best conceived               

15 UNICEF, “Birth Registration Right From The Start,” 2002. 
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local initiatives would not get far without the committed support of national            

governments. Local registration facilities must have adequate capacity to meet the           

demands of local populations; they must be decentralized and accessible, as low levels             

of birth registration often occur in regions where such facilities are more remote.   16

Not only this, but often families and communities need to be made aware of              

the importance of birth registration, and how it should be compulsory. Explaining            17

the value of birth registration to older children who have not been registered may              

enable them to encourage their parents to ensure their late registration. It can also help               

ensure that they will register their own children when they themselves become parents,             

providing a long-term solution to the problem. The media, in all its forms, is essential               

in awareness raising. Folk and traditional media can be very influential, particularly as             

performances bring the community together and invite audience participation.  

Legislation itself is a key aspect to address in terms of crafting a strong program               

to improve birth registration. Universal birth registration can only be achieved within            

an effective legal framework that harmonizes registration with legislation to safeguard           

children’s rights. In a number of countries throughout the world, basic civil            

registration legislation is lacking and needs to be enacted by the relevant legislative             

bodies. Some countries are responding, such as Ethiopia, which enacted the Family            

Law in 2000, mandating the registration of births and paving the way for an entirely               

new nationwide civil registration system, and Chile, which in 1996 passed a new             

comprehensive civil registration law. Other countries have yet to implement changes           18

in their legislation. In Turkey, where some 26 per cent of children younger than five               

years go unregistered, the registration system is based upon financial welfare. Thus, it is              

clear that the system should be modified to permit registration on the basis of              

residence.  

 

16 "Birth Registration." UNICEF. January 13, 2014. 
17 Allan, Emelia. "An Identity for Every Child: Birth Registration and Equity in Ghana." FXB Center for Health Human 
Rights Harvard University. 2015. 
18 "UNICEF Fact Sheet: Birth Registration." UNICEF.  
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Current Response 

Despite the concern expressed by UNICEF at the state of birth registration            

throughout the world, effective steps and measures have been, and are currently being             

undertaken to ameliorate the situation. It is clear that numerous governments and            

organizations see birth registration as a priority in the package of services that are              

provided for children at birth. It is imperative that free birth registration, accompanied             

with a birth certificate, is provided for every child in every country. UNICEF calls for               

effective registration systems that are compulsory, universal, permanent and         

continuous, and that guarantee the confidentiality of personal data.  

Some of the best examples of integrated approaches to birth registration to date             

include the Unregistered Children’s Project, organized by PLAN International and the           

NGO Committee for UNICEF in South East Asia, which has raised awareness and             

supported efforts at every level, and the 2001-2005 Government of Uganda/UNICEF           

Country Programme, which clarifies roles, responsibilities and capacity gaps at every           

level – local, district and national. The proposed model for birth registration in             19

Uganda specifically, which reflects the potential and capacity of each of these levels,             

states that, “In order to obtain regular and reliable information, recording of vital data              

must start at the community level”.   20

 
At the global level, UN agencies, including the UN Statistics Division, the            

World Health Organization, United Nations Population Fund and the UN Regional           

Commissions, have promoted cooperation between the registrars of a number of           

countries. This has included training workshops and seminars, the development of           

stringent methodological guidelines, and the production of handbooks to help          

countries establish and maintain effective civil registration and vital statistics systems.           21

Meanwhile, the issue of birth registration is getting more high-level political attention            

19 Oramire, Stuart. "Improve Birth Registration to Protect Children from Abuse." Daily Monitor. December 15, 2014. 
http://www.monitor.co.ug/OpEd/Commentary/Improve-birth-registration-to-protect-children-from-abuse/-/689364/25
56300/-/f0e5wk/-/index.html.  
20 Li, Kun. "In Uganda, Seeking to Improve Birth Registration across Africa." UNICEF. October 16, 2013. 
21 UNICEF, “Birth Registration Right From The Start,” 2002. 

http://www.monitor.co.ug/OpEd/Commentary/Improve-birth-registration-to-protect-children-from-abuse/-/689364/2556300/-/f0e5wk/-/index.html
http://www.monitor.co.ug/OpEd/Commentary/Improve-birth-registration-to-protect-children-from-abuse/-/689364/2556300/-/f0e5wk/-/index.html
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on a regional scale. The Latin American Episcopal Council, for example, is promoting             

regional activities in Latin America in a joint project (CELAM) and UNICEF under             

the banner ‘Right to a Name and Nationality’. Other continuing efforts to improve             22

the situation at hand include mobile registration services to support those in remote             

regions, improved supply of registration materials, and renewed collaborative efforts          

with the health and education systems. Discussions to partner with communication           

networks to apply technology to improve registration coverage are now taking place.            

Moreover, efforts are underway to reform civil registration and vital statistics systems            

nationally, in order to improve national planning across all sectors of the country.  

 

Case Study: Nigeria 

Nigeria is often referred to as “The Giant of Africa”, owing to its large              

population and economy. Its population of 182 million inhabitants makes it the most             

populous country within the continent, yet it also remains main contributing factor            

to its developing infrastructure and inefficiency of its governance. This may provide            

explanation as to why approximately 70% of the 5 million children born annually in              

the country remain unregistered at birth.   23

Within Nigeria, current legal provisions exist within legislation for birth          

registration; the Federal Government’s decree No. 69 of 1992 on vital registration            

states that registration shall be carried out free of charge, within a period of 60 days                

from the date of birth, and as of 2003: the Child Rights Act in its Section 5 states                  

that: ‘Every child has the right to a name and the birth of every child shall be                 

registered’. These are all in accordance with pre-existing international conventions,          

which have all been ratified by the Nigerian government, including the Universal            

Declaration of Human Rights (1948), International Covenant on Civil and Political           

22 United Nations Children's Fund. “Every Child's Birth Right - Inequalities and Trends in Birth Registration,” UNICEF, 
2013. 
23 United Nations Children's Fund. Information Sheet: Birth Registration (UNICEF Nigeria) as of July 2007. New York: 
UNICEF, 2007. http://www.unicef.org/wcaro/WCARO_Nigeria_Factsheets_BirthRegistration.pdf. 

http://www.unicef.org/wcaro/WCARO_Nigeria_Factsheets_BirthRegistration.pdf
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Rights (1966), and Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). However, the             24

main question remains as to why the compulsory nature of birth registration is being              

ignored and going unnoticed within the everyday lives of the Nigerian people.  

Since 1992, the National Population Commission (NPC) has been         

responsible for the registration of births in Nigeria. Within the country itself the             

number of registration centres remains grossly insignificant, with approximately         

2,322 NPC centres open (or 3 per local government area) as of 2007. Other              25

limitations and challenges in increasing the rate of birth registration include a general             

lack of awareness amongst the population, illiteracy of men and women (particularly            

within rural regions), and the decline of women’s access to maternity centers due to              

poverty and high medical costs.  

Between 2003 and 2005, the National Population Commission (NPopC) has          

developed an Action Plan to create a more sustainable birth registration system. The             

plan included the involvement of every part of society, local communities and            

stakeholders, especially to help raise awareness on the importance of birth           

registration. In addition, efforts were made for a better coordination between           26

relevant government ministries and institutions involved in birth registration         

processes. The NPopC waived the payment of registration fees for three years (from             

July 2005-July 2008). Payment of fees in the past had hindered considerable number             

of parents form registering the births of their children. The waiver, coupled with             

heightened sensitization, resulted in a slight increase of birth registration from a            

former national figure of 28 percent in 2001 to an average of 30.2 percent in 2006.                27

Not only this, but since January 2011 the National Population Commission of            

Nigeria has been implementing decentralized monitoring using the mobile         

24 Gambo, Johannes, and Savae Latu. "Giving Every Child a Sense of Belonging: Improving Birth Registration in 
Developing Countries." 2009 Sixth International Conference on Information Technology: New Generations, 2009. 
25 United Nations Children's Fund. Information Sheet: Birth Registration (UNICEF Nigeria) as of July 2007. New York: 
UNICEF, 2007. 
26 United Nations Children's Fund. “Every Child's Birth Right - Inequalities and Trends in Birth Registration,” UNICEF, 
2013. 
27 United Nations Children's Fund. Information Sheet: Birth Registration (UNICEF Nigeria) as of July 2007. New York: 
UNICEF, 2007. 
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phone-based platform RapidSMS. The system was designed to identify in real-time,           

centre-by-centre birth registration disparities, and prompt and facilitate appropriate         

action.  28

       

Figure 3: Percentage of birth by gender and urban/rural areas in Nigeria (as of              
2007) (Source: UNICEF, 2007) 

 

UNICEF’s strategic approach to promoting registration within Nigeria        

includes a number of crucial points. The organization will continue to support the             

government in conducting a national campaign to raise awareness on the importance            

of registration, as well as the Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria in broadcasting a              

campaign on child trafficking and birth registration. It will also provide financial,            

logistical and technical support for the development and publication of a clean and             

comprehensive report on the current level of births registered in Nigeria. Not only             

this, but institutional capacity of the National Population Commission (Vital          

28 "Nigeria Birth Registration." RapidSMS. https://www.rapidsms.org/projects/nigeria-birth-registration/.  

https://www.rapidsms.org/projects/nigeria-birth-registration/
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Registration Department) will be strengthened to collate, analyze and process and           

generate birth registration data consistently at both the state and country level.   29

 

Pertinent Questions  

How might developed nations play a key role in the implementation of birth 

registration systems and strategic child protection systems in order to improve the 

situation in developing nations?  

 

Why has implementation of birth registration in partnership with immunization 

programs been unsuccessful within certain developing nations? 

 

How is it possible to prove and communicate the benefits of birth registration to 

parents of newborns within rural, isolated regions? What methods will allow for the 

message to come across strongly to those who don’t see birth registration as necessary? 

 

How will birth registration be implemented with regards to refugees and non-residents 

of countries throughout the world? 
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