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Abbreviation and acronyms

APAI - CRVS The Africa Programme on Accelerated Improvement of Civil 
 Registration and Vital Statistics
API Application programming interface

CRVS Civil registration and vital statistics

DHIS2 District Health Information System

ESAR Eastern and Southern Africa region

ESARO Eastern and Southern Africa Regional Office 

GSM Global System for Mobile Telecommunications

ICT Information and communications technology

ID Identification

IT Information technology

KyC Know your customer 

LTE Long-Term Evolution (4G mobile network standard)

VRS Vital Records System

MoU Memorandum of understanding 

NITA National Information Technology Authority

NPRS National Population Register System

SMS Short Message Service

UIN Unique Identification Number 

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund

UNHCR Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

USB Universal Serial Bus

USD United States Dollars

USSD Unstructured Supplementary Service Data

UxP Unified exchange Platform

WHO World Health Organization
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ExEcutivE summary

Bringing registration closer to the people through decentralization

Across the Eastern and Southern African region, 
countries are applying both technological and non-
technological innovations to improve their civil 
registration and vital statistics (CRVS) systems. In 
line with recommendations from comprehensive 
assessments of their national CRVS systems, these 
countries have developed reform policies focusing on 
two distinct areas:

•	 increasing	the	number	of	registration	points	by	
decentralization of registration responsibilities to local 
authorities and health facilities; and 

•	 improving	business	processes	and	the	management	
of existing registration records by shifting from paper-
based manual business processes to a combination of 
paper-based and digitized process. 

Digitization of registration records is not only seen as a 
way to improve CRVS business processes. It has also 
been recognized to enable CRVS systems to share 
anonymized identity data with other social sector 

stakeholders, which in turn can improve access, facilitate 
new services, create new efficiencies, and lower 
operational costs to health, education, immigration, tax 
and other government services. 

Guided by comprehensive assessments from the 
Africa Programme on Accelerated Improvement of 
Civil Registration and Vital Statistics (APAI-CRVS), 
government ministries have developed elaborate 
national reform strategies. Adoption of new or reforming 
existing legislation was the starting point for the reforms 
and provided a legal basis for a range of institutional and 
administrative processes defined in their action plans. 
The end result is demonstrated in significant progress 
towards full digitization of CRVS systems and increasing 
coverage of vital events registration. Despite general 
commitment to improving overall CRVS systems, the 
focus of these reforms is largely directed towards 
increasing birth registration coverage and, to a lesser 
extent, death registration. Marriage registration, as well 
as other vital events, appear not to be a priority at this 
stage

Comprehensive assessments that precede CRVS 
system reforms largely recommend decentralization 
to increase supply of registration services. These 
assessments find that the distances individuals often 
need to travel to reach registration centres (generally 
based in district centres) and the number of visits they 
need to take in order to complete the registration are 
often a significant financial burden. At the same time, 
the general population, especially in rural areas, finds 
obtaining a birth certificate provides little immediate 
value. The long-term value of these certificates is not 
often sufficiently understood. 

Through delegation of some registration responsibilities 
from central registration authorities to local authorities, 
as well as to local health facilities, the burden can be 
significantly reduced. UNICEF Tanzania, for example, 
estimates that families registering the births of their 
children altogether save approximately US$24.8 million 
a year, simply because there is no longer a need to 
travel to district registration centres. Not only is birth 
notification delegated to the level of local communities, 
notification and certification are combined into one 
process, enabling local communities to provide both 
services as part of a single visit to the registration point. 
Coupled with the decision to issue the first registration 
certificate free of charge, the United Republic of Tanzania 
has succeeded in almost clearing its entire backlog of 
unregistered children under 5 years of age in the areas 
where these programmes are being implemented (see 
Annex: Tanzania Field Report). 

Decentralization is further achieved in many countries 
in partnership with health authorities, often resulting in 
the designation of health facilities as birth notification/
registration points. This enables health workers directly 

involved in birth and death events to actively take part in 
the notification/ registration process.

In Tanzania, birth registration services at health care 
facilities are provided right after birth or later, when 
mothers come with their children for immunization. The 
importance of health facilities is further demonstrated in 
the cases of Mozambique and Uganda, where the lack 
of birth notification services at the health care facilities 
is seen as one of the reasons why registration rates are 
lower than anticipated.

Generating demand through incentive 
schemes 
The decentralization process has been the key to 
strengthening CRVS systems on the registration supply 
side. However, creating stronger demand from the 
general population for registration is an area that offers a 
lot of potential towards ensuring maximum registration 
completeness. Providing the first birth certificate free 
of charge, as shown in the United Republic of Tanzania 
served as a major motivation for parents of children 
under 5 years of age to complete birth registration late, 
especially when this policy is combined with a high level 
of decentralization of registration services. 

The great potential of financial incentive schemes 
is equally evident in Namibia, where a scheme of 
social grants linked with birth and death registration 
contributed to a significant increase in the completeness 
of birth registration and – even more dramatically – of 
death registration. Namibia’s example also shows 
that where strong incentive schemes exist systems 
can operate successfully even if they are not highly 
decentralized. 
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maintaining the legality and integrity of the 
registration system 
The decentralization strategy has proved to be 
successful at driving the registration rates higher; 
however, this policy poses many risks for the integrity 
of the registration process. The capacity of registrars at 
sub-national level is also an issue. Limited availability 
of resources – including lack of internet connectivity – 
creates additional challenges

Ensuring strong oversight over the integrity of 
registration process becomes much more difficult as 
the number of registration points increases. Some 
people might decide to register the same vital event 
in several places or register the same newborn under 
different names including in more than one registration 
centre. Where the value of completing registration is 
perceived to be low among the general population, 
this is generally not an issue for concern, but as the 
registration rates increase and the value of completing 
registration increases the CRVS system can increasingly 
become a target of fraudsters. Generally, such concerns 
can be offset by the collection of identification data 
from the parents and de-duplicating records in central 
digitized system, to ensure that the same parents’ data 

are not being used to create several similar registration 
records. Furthermore, verification of registration data 
and authorization of birth certificates occurs at district 
level. This verification helps prevent unauthorized 
distribution of certificates at local community level, as is 
the approach taken in the United Republic of Tanzania). 

In spite of these concerns, in a situation where the 
CRVS system is weak, concerns linked with the lack of 
safeguards to registration integrity should not impede 
the introduction of a decentralized registration system. 

Decentralization offers a wide range of opportunities 
for facilitation, and a better enabling environment 
for increasing the coverage rates of vital events. The 
protection of the rights of children that comes with 
birth registration should clearly take priority. With 
this approach in mind, the highest priority should be 
assigned to capturing information on the occurrence 
of the birth. Ensuring legal integrity should also remain 
a priority but this should be seen as a process that is 
gradually introduced. As registration rates increase, 
enforcement of documentary support requirements can 
gradually be strengthened, but not at the expense of 
lowering registration rates. 

Digitization 

The countries featuring in this review have all made 
strategic decisions to shift civil registration business 
processes from paper-based to digital registration data 
collection, processing, keeping and sharing. Digitization 
is also one the key recommendations of comprehensive 
national CRVS assessments and holds a central place 
in strategic and action plans for improving national civil 
registration systems. 

Digitized collection, processing and storage of 
registration data provides a range of important benefits. 
Use of digital technologies has become a norm for 
contemporary civil registers, enabling easier processing, 
storage and sharing of registration records. In many 
European countries (such as Lithuania, the Netherlands 
and Sweden, among others) vital events records are 
further aggregated into one central national database 
or national population register. This review shows that 
Namibia, Mozambique and the United Republic of 
Tanzania have also opted to take the same approach, 
to ensure that all registration records are aggregated 
in a single central database architecture. Registration 
points are equipped to capture registration data in digital 
format, to communicate this data to the central register 
and to retrieve the data from the central register as 
required. 

This approach dramatically expands potential for 
improving registration services. For instance, any 
registration record can be retrieved instantly by any 
registration point connected to the central database and 
registration certificates can be printed. 

Centralized digital processing of registration records 
also greatly improves the integrity of the registration 

process. In Namibia, the highly integrated digitized 
system enabled the authorities to reveal multiple 
registrations of a single event at the point of registration, 
or multiple registrations in the past of a single event. 
The introduction of a unique identifier further reduces 
the likelihood of a single event being registered more 
than once. Ensuring such a high level of safeguards is 
very hard, if not impossible, to achieve with paper-based 
registration systems.

crvs integration in the national interoperable 
ict platforms 
Another significant benefit of digitized systems 
comes from the ability to share registration data with 
information and communications technology (ICT) 
platforms of other public administration bodies. For 
instance, birth and other civil registration records can 
be accessed directly during the process of issuing 
identification documents or travel documents. The 
information can be also extended to the authorities 
responsible for maintaining of other functional registers. 
As each person’s legal identity information changes 
from birth until death, digitized CRVS systems enable 
all other public administration stakeholders to operate 
with the most up-to-date legal identity information of 
their customers and/or beneficiaries. Permanent and 
continuous registration of vital life events as they occur 
positions CRVS systems as the primary source of up-
to-date information on legal identity. Once established, 
extraction of vital statistics information is greatly 
facilitated, and paper registration certificate will become 
less important. Interoperability and interconnection 
between government ICT platforms is the key 
precondition for these concepts to become a reality.



5

SYNTHESIS REPORT

Design of a digitized crvs platform 
Decisions on the specifications of ICT platforms to 
support a digitized CRVS system have long-term 
consequences for the operating of the system. The 
review shows that in countries where digitization is 
underway the authorities have opted either to develop 
in-house bespoke custom ICT solutions or to procure 
off-the-shelf proprietary ICT solutions. 

Complex digital platforms are constantly the subject of 
updates and improvements, in response to constant 
improvements of hardware and software technologies 
that offer new opportunities, and faster and more 
affordable data processing. Procuring an entire system 
as proprietary software leads to vendor lock-in, limits 
opportunities to update the system as requirements 
change over time and creates dependency on the 
external vendor for procuring system upgrades (which 
can ultimately come at unreasonably high costs). 

To avoid vendor lock-in, it is important that the 
intellectual ownership of the system is preserved by the 
authorities owning the system. Intellectual ownership 
is a precondition for planning and implementing future 
upgrades, as well as scaling up of the system. Even in 
such circumstances, problems can arise if the developed 
software platforms remain bespoke and unique to the 
national system. Maintaining such a system requires 
great commitment and strong ICT capacity on the side 
of the registration authorities, to ensure intellectual 
ownership and continuous upgrades. 

The review shows that the need for strong in-house ICT 
development capacity can be leveraged by strategically 
relying on public-private partnerships in order to 
outsource future upgrades to external partners, whether 
these are commercial companies, public institutes or 
universities. Examples of practical implementation of 
such partnership are further elaborated in annexed 
country reports for Namibia, Uganda and the United 
Republic of Tanzania. 

A new solution that is yet to be fully explored resolves 
the problem of vendor lock-in and problems linked 
with bespoke ICT systems: this is designing of system 
around modules, each of which is built around existing 
ICT standards defined by relevant standard-setting 
organizations. As long as the ICT component strictly 
meets the defined standards, the modules can be 
developed internally, in cooperation with external 
partners or procured as an off-the-shelf product. 
Furthermore, the ICT solution should be compliant 
with the existing or projected interoperability standards 
defined in the existing government interoperability 
framework strategy 

Ultimately, a long-term solution could be built around 
an open source platform developed as a global good. 
Examples of such an approach have been demonstrated 
in the health sector with the DHIS2 platform. This 
platform has alleviated a great deal of responsibility 
from health authorities when it comes to developing and 
implementing Health Management Information System 
programmes. 

At present, a similar open platform directed strictly to 
CRVS business processes is being discussed within 
the expert community with the goal of defining an 
OpenCRVS platform (www.opencrvs.org). Like in the 
case of DHIS2, such platform in the CRVS area would 
alleviate the need to develop bespoke ICT systems, 
expand the pool of commercially available modules 
built around this open source platform and provide 
the authorities with an option to choose from different 
products on the market when making system upgrades.

Previous efforts to improve civil registration in the region 
show that a stand-alone digitized CRVS system is always 
difficult to scale. Often, securing sufficient financing for 
standalone CRVS systems was seen disproportionally 
costly and therefore neglected. Digitized CRVS systems 
bring new value, as interoperability and interconnection 
with other government systems position CRVS systems 
as an important source of identity data for the issuance 
of identification documents by social service providers 
such as health and immunization authorities, education 
authorities and social protection authorities. This makes 
the decision to scale up and invest in CRVS systems 
a matter of building a sustainable national identity 
management system. 

risks linked with digitization 
Platforms for digital personal information processing 
must be built strictly for the purpose for which they 
have been designed and as defined in the law. If this 
is not the case, digital platforms offer a broad range 
of opportunities for identity data misuse and can lead 
to serious human rights violations. It is therefore 
paramount in the development of digitized CRVS 
platforms – especially in cases where the data can 
be shared with other ICT systems – that the data 
sharing takes place in a regulated environment built 
on a robust regulatory framework for data and privacy 
protection. The regulatory framework should inform 
the development of the institutional framework for 
data and privacy protection and define the duties and 
responsibilities of the institutions defined as data 
processors.
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sEction 1: InTroDucTIon
Civil registration and vital statistics (CRVS) systems 
are essential in modern society. Civil registration 
provides individuals with essential legal documents 
required to certify their legal identity – and in some 
cases their nationality – and to enjoy fundamental, 
civil rights and access to social services. Compilation 
and analysis of vital statistics from civil registration are 
critical for estimating annual changes in population size 
and structure, and for planning and monitoring social 
programmes, such as health, education and population 
interventions. Comprehensive, accurate and timely vital 
statistics are also essential for monitoring and reporting 
regularly on progress towards achieving the globally 
agreed development goals of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.

Despite this unanimous recognition, civil registration 
systems are largely dysfunctional and incomplete 
across most countries on the African continent. The 
births of around 95 million children under the age of 5 
years in sub-Saharan Africa have never been recorded. 
Possession of a birth certificate is even less common – 
120 million of the region’s children under age 5 do not 
have birth certificates. A rapidly growing child population 
coupled with slow rates of change means that if current 
trends continue there could be close to 115 million 
unregistered children under age 5 in sub-Saharan Africa 
by 2030. As such, a majority of the population remain 
legally ‘invisible’ in the eyes of the state, denying 
them the right to be known and planned for by their 
governments, access to fundamental opportunities and 
services, as well as the ability to claim their rights or to 
participate in governance processes.

Scope of the review 

Glossary of terms 

This review focuses on CRVS innovations, such as 
digitization, processes, and other strategies, in Ethiopia, 
Mozambique, Namibia, South Sudan, Uganda, the 
United Republic of Tanzania and Zambia with the view to 
providing a detailed overview and analysis of innovative 
approaches reforming vital live events registration 
processes to increase registration coverage. 

The review has been developed to inform and to support 
UNICEF, as well as the wider development community, 
to advise, design, prioritize and coordinate future 
development assistance policies, projects and funding 
to support governments to build sustainable CRVS 
systems, to achieve universal coverage and to contribute 
to other development outcomes, particularly in the areas 
of health, education and social welfare/child protection. 

The review is intended:

•	 to	strengthen	existing	investments	where	the	CRVS	
digitization process has already started or is mature, 
as well as to guide UNICEF country offices and 
partners that are just beginning this process, and 

•	 to	identify	the	enablers	and	the	environment	that	
must be in place (i.e. the maturity model) for countries 
to be successful in this process.

As a United Nations operational definition, legal identity 
is defined as the basic characteristics of an individual’s 
identity – such as name, sex, place and date of birth 
– conferred through registration and the issuance of a 
certificate by an authorized civil registration authority 
following the occurrence of birth. In the absence of 
birth registration, legal identity may be conferred by a 
legally recognized identification authority; this system 
should be linked to the civil registration system to 
ensure a holistic approach to legal identity from birth 
to death. Legal identity is retired by the issuance of a 

To this end the review looks into both technology- and 
non-technology-based solutions to improve CRVS 
systems. While priority is given to registration of birth 
and death, the review also addresses registration of 
other types of vital life events. In addition, the review 
focuses on innovative approaches to ensuring timely 
notification, declaration, validation and certification of 
vital events. 

The review has been conducted to contribute to 
enhanced understanding of the solutions which have 
added value from technological and programmatic 
perspectives. It provides examples of strong evidence-
based strategies related to innovation and technology 
and offers recommendations as to how UNICEF and 
partners can better assist authorities to determine when 
and where technological and programmatic innovations 
can be effectively applied to improve birth and death 
registration. The review analyses the registration process 
with the aim of informing wider processes linked with 
developing the capacity of authorities in the region to 
collect up-to-date and accurate personal information 
and use it efficiently for the issuance of identification 
documents, as well as the planning and delivery of 
state-guaranteed services. 

death certificate by the civil registration authority upon 
registration of death.1

Civil registration is defined as the continuous, 
permanent, compulsory and universal recording of the 
occurrence and characteristics of vital events pertaining 
to the population, as provided through decree or 
regulation in accordance with the legal requirements in 
each country. Civil registration is carried out primarily for 
the purpose of establishing the documents provided by 
the law.2 

1 united nations statistical commission – 50th session; side Event: civil registration, vital statistics and identity management new york, & march 2019, 
 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/50th-session/side-events/documents/20190307-1E-unsD.pdf
2 Principles and recommendations for a vital statistics system, united nations publication sales number E.13.xvii.10, new york, 2014, paragraph 279.

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/50th-session/side-events/documents/20190307-1E-UNSD.pdf
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3 Principles and recommendations for a vital statistics system, united nations publication sales number E.13.xvii.10, new york, 2014, paragraph 2
4 Handbook on civil registration and vital statistics systems: management, operation and maintenance, revision 1, united nations, new york, 2018, available at:
 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/standards-and-methods/files/Handbooks/crvs/crvs-mgt-E.pdf, para 65.

Vital events are events concerning life and death of 
individuals, as well as their family and civil status. Vital 
events proper concern life and death and include live 
births, deaths and foetal deaths. Dual events are those 
occurring simultaneously in the lives of two individuals 
which cannot occur again in the life of either individual 
without a previous change to his or her status. Those 
events include marriage, registered partnership, 
separation, divorce, legal dissolution of registered 
partnerships, and annulment of marriage. Finally, vertical 
family events are those involving a descendent; they 
comprise adoption, legitimation and recognition.3

Proof of legal identity is defined as a credential, such 
as birth certificate, identity card, travel document or 
digital identity credential that is recognized as proof of 
legal identity under national law and in accordance with 
emerging international norms and principles. 

A population register is defined4 as “an individualized 
data system, that is, a mechanism of continuous 
recording, or of coordinated linkage, of selected 
information pertaining to each member of the resident 
population of a country in such a way to provide the 
possibility of determining up-to-date information 
concerning the size and characteristics of that population 
at selected time intervals.” The population register 
is the product of a continuous process, in which 
notifications of certain events, which may have been 
recorded originally in different administrative systems, 
are automatically linked on a current basis. The method 
and sources of updating should cover all changes so 
that the characteristics of individuals in the register 
remain current. Because of the nature of a population 
register its organization, and also its operation, must 
have a legal basis. Over time in many countries bespoke 
information and communications technology (ICT) 
systems have been developed that within their own 
administrative systems link different ICT platforms 

processing legal identity information, commonly referred 
to as the population register. For the purpose of this 
Guide, a population register is understood as a system 
that links different government ICT platforms operated 
by authorities authorized under the law to register and 
manage legal identity information. 

A legal identity system comprises verification, 
registration, management, and conservation of personal 
data of citizens, as well as non-citizens on the state 
territory, with the goal of establishing a unique legal 
identity within the jurisdiction. An identity management 
system includes data from the civil registration for each 
individual person, as well as other attributes such as a 
unique number and/or biometric data. This could include 
identification credentials issued by identity management 
agency serves as a basis for the verification of identity 
(i.e., passport or national ID cards). 

functional registers are established or authorized by 
governments to ensure efficient delivery of services 
and discharge components of their governing mandates. 
These registers can, in general and generic terms, be 
designated as “functional” registers as their purpose 
is directly linked to the discharging of government 
responsibilities under a specific function. Personal 
information in functional registers should reflect legal 
identity as registered in the legal identity system.

Digitization is used in this text to describe the use of 
digital technologies to change a business model and to 
provide added value in terms of running costs, sharing, 
storing and processing of CRVS records. It is further 
used to describe the process of changing paper based 
CRVS records from analogue to digital form by means of 
digital data entry of registration records or by means of 
digitally scanning paper registration records into digital 
image files.
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sEction 2: MeThoDoloGy
The review was completed combining field in-depth 
assessment visits (Mozambique, Uganda and the United 
Republic of Tanzania) and desk assessments of CRVS 
systems (Ethiopia, Namibia, South Sudan and Zambia).

The core information for the review was collected 
during field visits to Mozambique, Uganda and the 
United Republic of Tanzania. With the logistical support 
of the respective UNICEF country offices, a range of 
interviews were organized with relevant CRVS officials 
and other national stakeholders from: ministries of 
Health, ministries/agencies in charge of national 
statistics and ICT infrastructure, local outposts such 
as district hospitals, town council clerks, sub-country 
chiefs, and so on. Through on-site visits and interviews, 
each field assessment visit information was collected 

on specific characteristics of the national CRVS system 
and its interaction with public service providers, looking 
specifically into: institutional set up, CRVS business 
processes, management of registration records, 
policy innovations, digitization of CRVS systems, 
interconnection and interoperability with other public 
administration actors, and registration of resident non-
citizens. 

Desk assessment of CRVS systems in Namibia, 
Ethiopia, South Sudan and Zambia was conducted 
remotely based on the information and documents 
provided by the respective UNICEF Country Offices and 
UNICEF ESARO.
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sEction 3: BAckGrounD
For many decades, initiatives and efforts relating to 
CRVS in Africa were dominated by isolated project-
based and ad hoc exercises. The situation has changed 
radically following the first Conference of African 
Ministers Responsible for Civil Registration, held in 
Addis Ababa on 13 and 14 August 2010. The Conference 
stimulated a number of responses and actions, including 
the institutionalization of the Conference of African 
Ministers as a permanent forum under the auspices of 
the African Union Commission. 

The Sustainable Development Goals give renewed 
momentum for improving CRVS systems. Two specific 
indicators highlight the need for registration. These 
are indicator 16.9 “by 2030 provide legal identity for all 
including free birth registrations” and indicator 17.19.2: 
“Proportion of countries that (a) have conducted at least 
one population and housing census in the last 10 years; 
and (b) have achieved 100 per cent birth registration and 
80 per cent death registration”. 

People may face multiple challenges in ensuring that 
their identity is recognized by the state. These emerge 
from the fact that even if legal identity is articulated as 
a right, accessing proof of legal identity is a complex 
administrative process that requires registration 
of identity information and the issuance of official 
documentation. Birth registration is widely recognized 
as the first point in life when the state collects and 
legally recognizes the identity of a newborn. In the 
absence of birth registration, issuance of identification 
documents later in life also provides a framework for 
registration of legal identity. One of the characteristics 
of a person’s identity is that over time it can be updated 
with new attributes, most often by changing one’s 
name or surname. Civil registration is widely recognized 
as the only framework that provides a comprehensive 
approach for permanent and timely registration of vital 
life events and subsequent changes in personal legal 
identity information from birth until death. 

Despite wide consensus on the value of civil 
registration, these systems are largely dysfunctional 
and incomplete across most countries on the African 
continent. As such, most of the population remain 
legally ‘invisible’ in the eyes of the state, denying 
them the right to be known and planned for by 
their governments, to have access to fundamental 
opportunities and services, and to claim their rights or to 
participate in governance processes.

Investments in reforming national CRVS systems prior 
to 2010 were mostly project-based, ad hoc, agency-
based silo pilots, which were seldom taken to scale, 
were not financially sustainable for governments and 
did not lead to any significant improvements. Similarly, 
global, regional and national efforts were uncoordinated 
and fragmented, with common tools and platforms 

rarely replicated between countries, and lack of 
commitment at political levels translated into ineffective 
use of funding and poor donor support. 

Systematic and coordinated implementation of the 
Africa Programme on Accelerated Improvement of Civil 
Registration and Vital Statistics Systems (APAI - CRVS) 
since 2010 has helped to build significant momentum 
towards the improvement of civil registration and 
vital statistics systems on the continent. Political 
commitment at national level, coupled with regional 
technical and capacity-building support, have helped 
countries make a paradigm shift from a fragmented and 
ad hoc approach to more holistic and integrated efforts. 
In response, many African countries have conducted 
comprehensive assessments of their civil registration 
and vital statistics systems, and some of them have 
developed action plans to address gaps identified 
through the assessment and accelerated improvements 
to their national civil registration and vital statistics 
systems.

United Nations agencies have also stepped up their 
efforts to support states to improve administrative 
systems used to recognize and certify legal identity, 
both through improvements to CRVS systems and 
through national identification programmes. UNICEF 
has been traditionally seen as providing support for 
improving birth registration systems in states with weak 
CRVS systems. These efforts are complemented by 
the work of the World Health Organization (WHO) in 
improving frameworks for death registration. In parallel 
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) has 
been also recognized as the agency that supports the 
development of national demographic capacities. While 
these agencies have traditionally focused on the CRVS 
framework, the Word Bank through its Identification 
for Development (ID4D) programme5 has made critical 
progress in assisting states with the development of 
national identity document (ID) systems catering for 
adult populations. Similar programmes have been also 
implemented by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), in Sierra Leone and Malawi for 
example. National identification programmes have 
been implemented on the assumption that for their 
successful operation a strong link should be in place 
with a developed CRVS system. These efforts are 
complemented by a variety of other initiatives aimed 
to support the CRVS and legal identity, notably work to 
develop an open source platform for CRVS (OpenCRVS).

The United Nations Legal Identity Agenda 2020–2030, 
backed by the Deputy Secretary-General, was 
launched to bring the United Nations development 
system together in support of Member States building 
holistic, country-owned, sustainable civil registration, 
vital statistics and identity management systems. 
United Nations implementing partners will build on 

5 http://id4d.worldbank.org/about-us
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their collaborative advantage to provide knowledge 
and expertise to Member States in support of 
implementation of nationally owned, holistic and 
interlinked civil registration, vital statistics and legal 
identity systems. 

The United Nations Legal Identity Expert Group (LIEG), 
operating under the purview of the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Group’s Strategic Results 
Group on SDG Implementation (which completed its 
work in July 2019), spearheaded discussions on a joint N 
collaborative response of the United Nations system to 
the legal identity agenda, including in collaboration with 
the World Bank. The LIEG laid the groundwork for future 

coordinated United Nations system country-level action 
to strengthen civil registration, vital statistics and legal 
identity systems. 

In parallel, many global initiatives have been initiated 
that challenge the role of the state in recognizing legal 
identity and advocate for digital systems that would 
cater for a self-sovereign identity and its recognition 
as legal identity. For the foreseeable future state and 
national CRVS and identification systems continue to be 
the only recognized framework for registration of legal 
identity and the gateway for accessing civil, political and 
socio-economic rights.
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sEction 4: currenT TrenDS In reGISTrATIon In eSAr 
The comprehensive assessments of civil registration 
and vital statistics (CRVS) systems6 which preceded 
and informed CRVS system reforms all recommended 
decentralization as a measure towards increasing 
registration rates. These assessments found that the 
distance to travel to registration centres (generally based 
in district centres) and the number of visits as well as 
costs required to complete registration and obtain birth 
certificate is disproportionally high when compared with 
the perceived benefit of obtaining the certificates. 

Under a centralized system, all parts of the registration 
process are strictly conducted by the civil registration 
authorities. In practice, however, with their limited 
capacities the registration authorities can only cater 
for a limited network of local offices, usually extending 
services to provide coverage at district level. Even in 
such cases, registration certificates can only be obtained 
at the central office. Decentralization overcomes this 
problem by enlarging the scope of public authorities 
involved in the registration process. Specific aspects of 
the registration process, such as notification of births 
and deaths, is delegated to the local authorities and/or 
health facilities, whereas the civil registration authority 
maintains its role of supervising and setting registration 
policies for the authorities responsible for delegated 
aspects of the process. 

With the decentralization of the notification part of the 
registration process the number of registration points 
was significantly increased, and it reached the lowest 
level of public administration and local health facilities, 
in the process bringing registration points closer to the 
population and the locations where vital events occur. 
While in the past, vital life events registration certificates 
could be obtained either at the capital or at a limited 
number of registration centres, following the reforms, 
many countries subject to this review extended the 
issuance of registration certificates to district level such 
is the case in mozambique and zambia. 

In Ethiopia and the united Republic of tanzania, 
an additional step is made to achieving higher 
decentralization by delegating issuance of birth 
certificates to the level of local village authorities or 
in the case of the United Republic of Tanzania also 
to local health facilities. Following the introduction of 
decentralized birth and death registration, in both these 

countries registration rates spiked dramatically. In 
Ethiopia the birth registration rate was estimated at 3 
per cent in 2016. In the regions of the united Republic 
of tanzania where the decentralized system has been 
rolled out birth registration rates rose from 9.3 per cent 
in 2012 to 83.3 per cent in 2018.7 The decentralization 
process further benefited from advocacy and support 
provided by local communities’ social networks, which 
strengthen the process by increasing demand for birth 
and death registration services. 

The experience of countries subject to this review so far 
suggests that higher levels of decentralization generally 
produce higher registration rates. If certification is 
only enabled down to district level (mozambique 
and zambia), this will also have consequences for 
registration rates. To overcome lack of certification at all 
registration points authorities have introduced additional 
facilitation measures. The mozambique authorities, in 
partnership with national telecom provider, arranged 
for SMS messages to be sent to applicants informing 
them that their certificates are available for collection 
at the district office. In zambia, district registration 
authorities, in cooperation with local village authorities, 
arrange for completed birth certificate to be transported 
to the applicants, who can collect them at village 
administration offices. 

Decentralization is viewed as a key strategy for 
mitigating obstacles arising from the large distances 
an applicant needs to travel, including multiple visits to 
registration offices, in order to complete registration. 
UNICEF United Republic of Tanzania, for instance, 
estimates that the annual savings on the side of 
population resulting only from eliminating travel costs for 
the two visits required to the district registrar amounts 
to approximately US$24.8 million.

Decentralization of the registration process came as 
a result of lengthy consultations between a range of 
government ministries responsible for civil registration, 
local self-government and health. Cooperation between 
the key ministries for decentralization was facilitated by 
the findings and recommendation of the comprehensive 
assessments and the determination of the governments 
to implement these recommendations. 

6 comprehensive assessments of crvs systems have been concluded in all the countries subject to this review (Ethiopia, mozambique namibia, south sudan, uganda, the 
united republic of tanzania and Zambia)

7 Further details available in united republic of tanzania Field assessment annex

Scope of the review 

Increased decentralization for both notification 
through village authorities and local health facilities 
is an important step forward in ensuring that births 
and deaths are captured and recorded. In legal terms, 
traditionally a valid act of registration of a vital event is 
produced in paper format on a designated registration 
form. In the united Republic of tanzania, uganda and 
mozambique, the information is also communicated via 
mobile networks, enabling central registration authorities 
to digitally capture the information in central database 
to have a detailed overview of the registration process 

in the field and to react when necessary. however, 
in these countries, information registered through 
mobile phone messages is not yet legally recognized 
as proof of notification. 

Recent investments in civil identification systems in 
many countries in the region, followed by en masse 
issuance of national identity cards, provides some 
valuable lessons about the relationship between 
incentives offered and demonstrated willingness by 
individuals to travel great distances (including more 
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than once) to complete the enrolment. The experience 
of enrolment in national identity card programmes in 
zambia, and to some extent in uganda, demonstrates 
that enrolment can effectively be achieved at district 
level, and having to travel to the district enrolment 
offices has not been seen by the population as an 
obstacle to achieving nearly universal enrolment. These 
high turnout levels, never achieved for civil registration, 
were made possible because of the population’s 
perception that the value and benefits of possessing the 
identification document outweighed the costs linked 
with traveling to the district centres. 

This demonstrates that increasing incentives for civil 
registration can be a viable alternative to investing in 

highly decentralized systems. The system in Namibia, 
for instance, achieved and maintains almost universal 
birth and death registration rates, largely as a result 
of financial grants which can only be accessed by 
completing registration of birth and death. This enabled 
Namibian registration authorities to achieve high 
registration rates while operating registration centres 
in only a limited number of district hospitals and district 
registration offices. Even though Namibia has a small 
population when compared to the rest of the region, 
and especially in proportion to its geographical size, 
the attractiveness of the incentives for civil registration 
offsets other issues that can be generally perceived as 
obstacles (such as long distances to the registration 
offices). 

The role of local authorities 

The role of health facilities 

The review shows that successes gained through the 
decentralization of registration services depends on 
the commitment of the local authorities to support 
the process, and the effectiveness of coordination 
mechanisms that support registration in local 
communities and involve local community, district and 
central registration authorities. The local authorities in 
general have great interest in ensuring that they keep 
track of changes in the population on their territory 
in order to plan for and deliver various services. With 
decentralization their commitment is further reinforced 
by their legal obligation to deliver universal registration 
coverage.

Whereas in Ethiopia, kebele (village) administrative 
services have historically been highly efficient, in the 
united Republic of tanzania coordinating the work of 
local registration points revealed many challenges that 
had to be addressed both organizationally and financially 
by the government with support from UNICEF. Following 
some failed attempts in the past, efforts by the central 
registration authorities and UNICEF eventually resulted 
in the successful rollout of decentralized registration 
system across many of the united Republic of 
tanzania’s regions. The decentralized system in the 
united Republic of tanzania was ready for roll out 
already in 2012 when the implementation commenced 
in test regions. After initial successes, the process 
stalled. Project evaluation that followed revealed that 
the main reason for limited results was the inadequate 
coordination among the increased number of CRVS 
actors involved in the process.

In varying degrees from country to country, many births 
and deaths take place at health facilities. Between 
2013 and 2018, 62 per cent of births in the Eastern 
and Southern Africa region were assisted by skilled 
birth attendants.8 Particularly in these contexts, the 
benefits of decentralization are further achieved by 
vesting registration authority to the health system. 
This in turn allows for information to be captured at 
registration points within health facilities on birth and 
death events as and where they occur. Community 

Many coordination challenges are linked with the lack 
of an efficient means for top-to-bottom communication 
as well as group discussion and decision making. 
The reality for remote districts in many countries 
is that mobile phones are often the only means of 
communication, either via voice or text messaging. 
UNICEF’s experience shows that the areas where 
children are more deprived are also the areas with no 
or little connectivity. The experience from the United 
Republic of Tanzania shows that internet-enabled 
mobile phones can provide a highly efficient means of 
surrogate business communication. Benefiting from 
the availability of smartphones distributed by UNICEF 
at each registration point, district authorities have set 
up dedicated coordination groups on WhatsApp as well 
as other mobile messaging platforms that are being 
used to delegate tasks across all registration points, 
providing clarifications on technical questions and 
resolving other ongoing issues. Smartphones provided 
by UNICEF are primarily intended for communicating 
registered data to central registration offices. Unlike 
in some other countries where data transfer relies on 
USSD messaging, in the united Republic of tanzania 
the communication is built on the Android platform. 
While more expensive, this provides a more user-friendly 
data entry interface and means for data processing. 
Additionally, the ability to use messenger apps for 
coordinating registration activates in local communities 
was perceived to provide further benefits.

health programmes also provide birth services in 
communities, capturing information on mothers as 
they contact health facilities during pregnancy and 
after birth for immunization and other health services. 
This broad range of contacts of health workers in the 
context of childbirth highlights the role of health facilities 
in a decentralized system. Cooperation with health 
facilities is equally important in the case of delayed birth 
registration. This allow the registration authorities to 
take advantage of programmes such as immunization: 

8 Joint unicEF/WHo database 2019 of skilled health personnel, based on population based national household survey data and routine health systems.
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Skills and qualifications of registration officials 

Decentralization and related registration integrity risks 

Except in the case of district registration offices 
where registration tasks are completed by dedicated 
professionals, at lower administrative levels as well 
as in the health facilities registration is conducted as a 
side duty by appointed local administrative workers and 
health workers. The level of training required to complete 
registration differs across the region. Except in namibia 
and South Sudan, where health authorities are required 
to operate registration software and demonstrate 
computer skills, the work is limited to verifying parents’ 
documents, completing registration forms and as in case 
of the united Republic of tanzania, mozambique and 
uganda, communicating registration data digitally via 
mobile network. 

Practice shows that the initial training of these officials 
requires significant resources. Once the process starts, 
their work is often very labour intensive until the backlog 
of late registrations is cleared. Subsequently, the number 
of registrations routinely handled decreases dramatically 
and the work can be completed as a side task. 

For countries with low registration rates the priority is to 
capture all vital life events, leveraging the introduction 
of highly decentralized registration. Once decentralized 
systems succeed in sustaining high registration rates, 
the priority will likely shift towards tightening the 
enforcement of legal requirements and preventing 
multiple/fraudulent registrations. 

Concerns about the lack of sufficient safeguards 
to maintain legal integrity are counterbalanced 
by broader facilitation opportunities and a better 
enabling environment for increasing vital life events 
coverage rates that result from decentralization. 
from a strictly human rights angle, regardless of 
certain legal concerns that might arise the better 
protection of children’s rights that becomes possible 
as a result of registration should be given priority. 
With this approach in mind, the highest priority should 
be given to capturing information on occurrence of 
birth. Ensuring legal integrity should also remain a high 
priority but it should be seen as a process through which 

Delegating increased responsibilities to health workers 
also carries some risks. There is a growing concern that 
local health workers are increasingly being identified as 
potential providers of various local community services 
and data collection/statistics due to their recognized 
skills and frequent contact with large proportions of 
the population. These extra tasks add up, resulting in 
health workers often being swamped with extra duties 
that impact their overall ability to perform their core 
roles. Additionally, with the growing adoption of digital 
health, yet the continued vertical nature of many of 
these programmes, health workers may be expected 
to carry multiple digital devices and be conversant in 
many different software platforms: this carries many 
risks. However, there is an opportunity to embed birth 
notification modules within these digital health platforms, 
reducing both duplicate data entry and the need for 
extraneous devices or specific knowledge on yet another 
software platform.

enforcement of documentary support requirements 
is gradually strengthened, but not at the expense of 
lowering registration rates. 

While South Sudan is still developing its legal and 
administrative framework for CRVS, it provides a 
good example of applying a strongly human rights-
based approach to registration of vital events. In 
South Sudan there is no legal framework or legal 
requirement to register vital life events. Nevertheless, 
the national health authorities, supported by UNICEF, 
took the initiative to develop and implement a digitized 
registration system in a limited number of health 
facilities. This system is used to collect relevant 
information on newborns and their parents’ identity 
data, so that it can serve as a basis for completing 
registration once the regulatory framework is in place. 
Another good example can be also found in uganda, 
which is currently undergoing institutional transition. As 
result of lack of coordination arising from the institutional 
transformation, some health facilities have run out of 

delayed registration can be completed when children 
receive their vaccinations, during either facility-
based or outreach activities. This enables registration 
authorities to clear the back log of unregistered births 
at a significantly lower cost, as it eliminates the need 
for dedicated registration campaigns and mobile teams’ 
visits. 

Registration at health facilities also provides 
opportunities to collect information on expectant 
mothers, supporting accurate collection of statistical 
data on foetal deaths and speeding up the process of 

completing birth notifications by capturing key data 
prior to birth. This approach is already widely in use in 
namibia. 

Decentralization to the lowest level of local authorities 
alone is not sufficient. The benefits of decentralization 
will only be achieved by getting health authorities 
on board and authorizing health facilities as birth 
notification points. This is demonstrated in the 
cases of mozambique and uganda, where lack of 
birth notification services at health facilities directly 
contributes to lower-than-anticipated registration rates.
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official registration forms over an extended period of 
time. In cooperation with local authorities, the health 
facilities devised makeshift forms to record births that 
otherwise would have not be captured due to the lack of 
official forms. Once the supply of forms is restored the 
data from the provisional forms can be transferred to the 
official format.

The registration process defines the legal identity 
of a newborn as well as the legal relationship with 
other individuals, and it therefore carries long-term 
consequences with reference to citizenship, family law 
and inheritance rights. With this in mind, verification of 
documentary evidence becomes an important step prior 
to completion of the registration process. For instance, 
in the united Republic of tanzania, inspection of 
supporting documentary evidence and issuance of 
registration certificate is done at the same time in all 
designated registration points. The validity of legally 
relevant information on the act of registration depends 
entirely on the skills of the local official/health worker 
trained to complete the task. In Namibia, on the other 
hand, documentary evidence is not only requested and 
inspected on the site, its validity is verified online in the 
source database to prevent possible attempts to create 
fabricated identities. 

namibia’s approach provides strong safeguards 
against fraud and ensures that all legal requirements 
are duly fulfilled. To achieve this level of sophistication, 
namibia over time has developed a fairly complex 
digitized registration system in which birth - and as of 
recently - death registration at health facilities are now 
both entered into the central database as part of a 
computerized platform linked in real-time. 

In namibia, the highly integrated digitized system 
enabled the authorities to reveal multiple registrations 
of the same events registered in the past. The system 
was developed partly based on the assumption that 
there could be many examples of multiple registration, 
which may have significant legal consequences and 
enable the creation of fabricated identities. Another 
incentive for the Namibian authorities to tighten the 
documentary evidence verification process comes from 
the fact that the act of birth registration is linked with 
specific financial grants provided by the government 
to beneficiaries. This prospective financial benefit from 
completing the registration is a major driving force 
behind increased attempts to exploit weaknesses in the 
registration process to gain financial benefits. 

The Namibian experience also shows that while the 
introduction of financial incentives resulted in almost 
universal registration coverage, at the same time 
this also made the system a frequent target for fraud 
attempts, threatening the integrity of the entire system. 
This in turn triggered higher investment in preserving 
the system’s legality and integrity. Measures and 
mechanisms to ensure the system’s integrity have been 
introduced in namibia through gradual upgrades over 
a period of eight years. In the process, the authorities 
maintained the balance of measures and technical 

solutions in a manner that did not threaten high achieved 
registration rates. 

While other countries generally demonstrate willingness 
to work in this direction, putting in place such a system 
can take many years. It generally requires digitization 
of the entire paper-based archive of historical vital life 
events and the enabling of crosslinking all individual 
vital live events registration belonging to the same 
individuals. This process requires significant financial 
and human resources, and takes several years to 
fully complete until the system fully benefits from the 
digitized data.9 The system also requires interoperability 
with the identification system, in order to enable 
verification of the identity credentials presented by the 
parents. 

In the united Republic of tanzania, birth certificates 
are issued immediately after registration is completed, 
while in other countries (such as mozambique) the 
certificates can only be issued at the central registration 
authority or at the district office after the registration 
form is verified by the district registrar (further details 
are available in the annexed united Republic of 
tanzania field report). When deciding on the certification 
process, the Tanzanian authorities opted for issuance of 
the certificates at registration points located in wards 
and health facilities to eliminate the need for second 
visits to the registration authorities (district council) in 
order to obtain the certificates. 

The downside of the United Republic of Tanzania’s 
registration system is in that there are few safeguards 
against false/falsified registrations at registration points, 
which is a potential threat to the integrity of the entire 
registration system. Given the widespread perception of 
the low utility of birth certification and birth registration 
in the united Republic of tanzania in general, one can 
expect that the vast majority of registration requests 
are genuine. But this might change in the future, as the 
CRVS system becomes more tied to other services 
(for example the ID issuance process) and the value of 
possessing the certificate increases. 

mozambique on the other hand has taken a more 
cautious approach regarding certification. Before a 
certificate can be issued, the district registrar must 
verify the data on a paper registration form against the 
digital record transfer and authorize issuance of the 
certificate. But this approach comes at a price, and the 
overall registration rate in mozambique is not as high 
as in the united Republic of tanzania, partly because 
the need for a second visit to the district office to obtain 
the certificate and partly because health facilities do not 
participate in decentralized registration. 

These different experiences from these two countries 
lead to the conclusion that the decision on the 
procedure for issuing the certificates requires the right 
balance to be struck between the need to achieve 
high registration rates and the need to preserve the 
integrity of the registration process. If integrity concerns 
prevail, digitization and certification at district level 

9 For more details please see annex 2: namibia
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clearly wins. But if high registration rates are the main 
goal, highly decentralized registration/certification is a 
better option. As a means to achieve the best of both 
worlds, certification at district level will result in equally 
high registration rates only if people are provided with 
incentives strong enough to make the decision to take a 
second trip to the district office an easy one. 

Approaching the issue of civil registration from a strictly 
legalistic point of view carries a risk if it becomes an 

obstacle to capturing information on vital life events 
if institutional frameworks are not robust enough to 
answer such challenges. For instance, there have been 
instances in uganda where following successful rollout 
of national identity cards, some birth registrations have 
been stopped if one of the parents is unable to present a 
national identity card. While from a legalistic perspective 
this is the right approach, the end result is that the child 
remains unregistered and legally invisible. 

Increasing demand through incentives as an alternative to 
decentralization

namibia’s experience of building its CRVS system 
provides evidence of an entirely different means of 
achieving high registration rates, which focuses mainly 
on generating demand for registration. The system 
in Namibia achieved and maintains almost universal 
birth and death registration rates largely as a result of 
financial grants that are conditioned by completing birth 
or death registration. This approach allows the Namibian 
registration authorities to achieve high registration rates 
while operating registration centres in only a limited 
number of district hospitals and district registration 
offices. Even though namibia has a small population 
when compared to the rest of the region, and especially 
in proportion to its geographical size, the attractiveness 
of the incentives for civil registration offsets other issues 
that can generally be perceived as obstacles (such as 
long distances). 

Other evidence also suggests that lack of supply 
of registration services may not be an obstacle to 
registration. If the right incentives are offered these can 
alleviate concerns linked with distances and associated 
costs. Recent investments in civil identification systems 
in many countries in the region, followed by en masse 
issuing of national identity cards, provides some valuable 
lessons about the relationship between incentives 

offered, and demonstrated the willingness of individuals 
to travel great distances (including more than once) to 
complete enrolment. The experience of enrolment in 
national identity card programmes in zambia, and to 
some extent in uganda, demonstrates that enrolment 
can be effectively achieved at district level, and has not 
been seen by the population as an obstacle to achieving 
nearly universal enrolment. These high levels of turnout, 
historically seen as impossible to achieve for civil 
registration, were only possible because the population’s 
perception that the value and benefits that comes with 
the possession of identification document outweighed 
the distances they had to travel. 

namibia’s successful model built around incentives 
points to a range of problems that emerge when the 
system becomes widely recognized as a gateway to 
range of services, including financial benefits. namibia’s 
experience also shows that the introduction of financial 
incentives resulted in almost universal registration 
coverage; at the same time, it also made the system 
a greater target for fraud, threatening the integrity of 
the entire system. As a result, this triggered higher 
investment in preserving the legality and system’s 
integrity.

registration of children on the move

Eastern and southern Africa region hosts a large 
displaced population. According to UNHCR 2017 data, 
uganda is the third largest refugee-hosting nation in 
the world and proclaimed as one of the top countries 
with the most refugees with over a million refugees. 
At the end of September 2017, Ethiopia hosted a total 
of 883,546 refugees, making it the second largest 
refugee-hosting country among the countries subject 
of this review. According to UNHCR data, there are 
approximately 365,000 refugees in the united Republic 
of tanzania. 

Enabling access to civil registration for refugee 
population has been addressed through legislative 
reforms. Identity information of refugee populations is 
derived by inspecting documents issued by UNHCR or 
other national documents confirming their status on the 
state’s territory. 

In August 2017, a new law in Ethiopia (Proclamation No. 
1049/2017) extended the obligation to register vital life 
events to also cover refugees and other non-nationals 
within the country’s territory. Administratively, refugee 
camps are located within individual kebeles, and the 
kebele authorities are responsible for registering the vital 
life events of the refugee population. 

uganda’s legislation does not place any obstacles 
on accessing registration of vital life statistics of the 
refugee population. District authorities are making 
efforts to ensure that information on births in refugee 
settlements is collected and registered. The registration 
process in theory is no different than for the rest of 
the country. Health facilities collect information on 
newborns, including their parents, and that information 
is than physically transferred to district authorities which 
transfer this information via the Mobile Vital Records 
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System to the birth register. It appears, however, that 
the process suffers from a lack of coordination and 
technical support. In reality this means that official 
registration books may not be available at the health 
centres and instead makeshift ad hoc forms are used 
instead. Finally, with the support of NGOs these forms 
are communicated to district authorities where, for the 
time being, they are only stored. The district authorities 
appear to lack more specific guidance from the central 
registration authority about arranging for digital transfer 
and uploading registered information. 

In line with the united Republic of tanzania’s 
decentralization strategy, all health facilities operating 
within refugee camps will be tasked to register births 
and deaths among the refugee population in the same 
fashion as for Tanzanian citizens. The legal framework 
does not create limitations or pose additional burdens in 
terms of presenting legal proofs of citizenship, identity 
or similar in the course of the registration. 
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sEction 5: DIGITIzATIon of The reGISTrATIon proceSS
Digitization of registration processes gradually 
introduced across the region marks the beginning of 
the phasing out of paper-based registration and shifting 
registration business processes into the digital domain. 
Use of digital technologies has become a norm for 
contemporary registers, enabling easier aggregation of 
registered data as well as its processing, storing and 
sharing. This means that registration records can be 
retrieved instantly, including remotely from computers 
connected via secured computer networks or over 
the internet using wired or wireless/mobile networks. 
Existing governmental computer networks and national 
internet infrastructure provide an enabling environment 
for the introduction of digital capture of registration 
data at registration points in the field while the field 
registration points benefit from access to digital records 
kept in the central register. In addition, availability 
of registration data in digital format opens up room 
for sharing data with other public administration ICT 
platforms. More importantly, because of data sharing 
presentation of paper certificates is no longer the only 
medium for communicating legally valid information: this 
information can be now communicated by accessing the 
information at the source database. 

Except in Ethiopia, all the countries subject of this 
review have begun digitizing CRVS processes. Except 
in namibia, where digitization is fairly advanced 
and resembles most advanced contemporary CRVS 
ICT platforms in upper to middle income countries, 
digitization is still in early stages in the countries. 
mozambique has achieved significant progress in 
digitizing registration services at decentralized levels 
with substantive support from UNICEF. In the united 
Republic of tanzania and zambia, digitization has 
largely been achieved only at the level of central 
authorities with notable use of mobile technologies for 
digital data capture in the field in the united Republic of 
tanzania. uganda is determined to digitize its identity 
management system but, for the time being, the focus 
is on developing the central database. South Sudan, 
where a CRVS system is not yet in place, progress has 
been made in digital capture of notification information 
on births in health facilities. In practice, in all countries 
except namibia the system operates as a combination 
of paper-based and digitized registration processes with 
the strategic goal of transitioning towards digital data 
processing. 

Social sector benefits of digitization and data interoperability

Availability of civil registration records in digital format 
opens up a range of opportunities for improving other 
government services, in particular in the social sector. 
The key enabler for taking advantage of these new 
opportunities, apart from digital vital events records, is 
interoperability between digitized CRVS systems and 
various actors from the social sector. This interoperability 
is achieved either within a framework of broader 
national data interoperability framework or as bespoke 
application programming interfaces (APIs) allowing 
access and data sharing between the CRVS system and 
the social sector. 

Health sector would benefit from sharing of identity 
information from the civil register and ensuring that 
that records of beneficiaries are up to date in terms of 
identity data, especially in the case of minors not eligible 
for identity documents. The health systems would also 
be informed of any newborn within their jurisdiction of 
which they previously did not have any records. In turn, 

this would enable better planning of service delivery, 
immunization and other health services for the child 
population. 

Where birth and death registration are linked with social 
grants, the interoperability between the digitized CRVS 
system and the social services agency ensure timely 
distribution of these grants. Death registration plays 
another important role in that timely reporting to social 
services agencies can prevent financial loss through 
continued provision of services to the deceased. 

While a range of uses are already possible (such as 
in namibia), the actual interconnection between the 
systems is a subject of political decisions. Often, 
however, political considerations involving different 
ministries may hinder implementation, although 
technically the electronic data sharing may not be 
difficult to achieve. 

leveraging the “register once” principle through interoperable IcT 
platforms 

Over time, developing a business case for digitization 
of CRVS services in isolation of broader public 
administration digitization processes will be increasingly 
difficult to justify or to attract funding for. UNICEF 
support in this area – further to the existing strong 
mandate on child protection – will need to increasingly 
factor in the broader value of the CRVS system for public 
administration, in particular in the context of growth of 
contemporary electronic government services and the 
identity management infrastructure that supports it. 

Digitization of the civil registration system has 
acquired an entirely new dimension in line with the 
growing trend of new opportunities and demand for 
data sharing between public administration actors 
that has resulted in a new range of services being 
built as electronic platforms. Civil registration is no 
longer only a framework for certification of date of 
birth and other vital identity information; in many 
countries it has become the main source of identity 
information for various electronic platforms for public 
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administration. Rather than developing isolated 
databases of beneficiaries for different services based 
on information copied from identity documents/birth 
certificates, this information can now be obtained via a 
network directly from the source database. That means 
that the information can be registered once and then 
used multiple times for different public administration 
purposes. It also means that over time, in addition to 
existing paper-based certificates, for many services 
verification of civil registration data will be possible 
directly and electronically from the source database. 
In such circumstances, and especially if a system for 
digital verification over a mobile network is devised, 
possessing a paper certificate would not be as important 
as it is now. 

Public administration can benefit from increased 
data sharing opportunities and the ‘register once and 
use multiple times’ principle, under which individual 
data processing platforms are interconnected and 
interoperable. When interoperability is achieved in 
practice, its efficient functioning is conditioned by the 
availability of up-to-date identity information for the 
population.

In mozambique, the government recognizes 
national civil registry as one of the six pillars of 
future eGovernment. The eGovernment Strategy was 
approved in July 2006. However, it originated from the 
development of a national ICT policy by the ICT Policy 
Commission in 1998. The work of the Commission 
resulted in the release of the national ICT Policy in 
November 2000 and, subsequently, in the release 
of the ICT Policy Implementation Strategy that was 
approved by the Council of Ministers in June 2002. The 
eGovernment strategy consists of six flagship projects, 
supporting the rapid collection and adoption of best 
practices and the establishment of key instruments and 
shared infrastructures and services for government-wide 
ICT-enhanced service delivery. The flagship projects 
included: (i) establishment of a common communication 
platform and interoperability framework; (ii) provision of 
a secure environment for public financial transactions; 
(iii) integration of land and property registration 
data in one unified platform; (iv) establishment of a 
nationwide integrated civil registry; (v) provision of new 
improved tools and integrated data for business entities 
registration; and (vi) building of an integrated framework 
for supporting collaboration of government bodies at 
the decentralized level. mozambique’s civil registration 
authorities have developed the eCRVS platform in 
compliance with the eGovernment Interoperability 
Framework for Mozambique to fulfil the critical role of 
the eCRVS system for eGovernment. 

Research by uganda’s National Information Technology 
Authority (NITA) focusing on the need for e-services 
shows that verification of identity information, including 
age verification, is one of the e-services most sought-
after by public authorities and commercial entities. As 
a result of NITA’s work in this area, groundwork has 
been laid that will guide establishment of e-government 
services. This work is intended to regulate and enforce 
standards for procurement of information technology 
hardware and software in all government ministries, 
departments and agencies. To enable an e-services and 
data sharing framework, NITA has been exploring the 
benefits of introducing x-Road, which is widely used 

in the European Union, as well as the option of using 
Enterprise architecture to enable full interoperability 
between data stored in individual government 
databases. 

In zambia, in order to ensure development of secure 
and efficient ICT systems that are interoperable 
between government stakeholders, the government 
set out plans to build and promote national ICT 
infrastructure that are elaborated under the ‘Smart 
Zambia’ initiative platform. Through this platform the 
government is demonstrating its determination to 
progress into the digital age by increasingly relying 
on use of innovative technologies to advance a 
national informatization programme for eGovernment, 
eCommerce, and IT talent. In this setting, the Integrated 
National Registration Information System will likely 
become the provider of identity data in support of the 
functioning of eGovernment and eCommerce platforms. 
Equally, the national informatization programme will also 
support further digitalization of CRVS and operation of 
the Integrated National Registration Information System. 

In namibia, the governmental interoperability 
framework was created using the x-Road interoperable 
data layer platform (also under consideration by Uganda) 
as an interoperability technology. The implementation 
preceded development of the organizational setup, 
regulatory framework and principle standards related 
to the e-government interoperability system to be 
used by various ministries, offices, agencies and other 
governmental institutions.

For the adult population, the identity information used 
for e-government services can come from either a civil 
identification (national ID) database or a civil register 
database. For the child population identity information 
can be drawn only from the civil register. Given that 
children make up a significant proportion of the whole 
population, information in civil registration databases 
carries additional value. In many countries in eastern and 
southern Africa, cross-ministerial working groups are 
being set up and specialized agencies created that are 
working specifically to design interoperability standards 
and technical frameworks for system implementation. 
This reality leads to the important conclusion that all 
future upgrades and developments of digitized CRVS 
platforms must be fully compliant with adopted national 
interoperability standards. 

Further to streamlining data sharing protocols, 
governments in the region are actively engaged in 
expanding broadband internet access to lower levels of 
public administration. In parallel, and judging from past 
trends, broadband internet speeds will also become a 
reality for mobile networks, including in remote areas. 
Any further work on digitization should therefore factor 
in the availability of increased data transfer speeds in 
the future (over a 3 to 5 year period). As work to develop 
interoperable systems progresses, governments are 
also working to streamline capacities for data storage 
and, increasingly, opting to develop government-run 
cloud services hosted in national data centres. Ethiopia, 
uganda and zambia have already made steps in 
this direction with the expectation of eliminating data 
storage fragmentation, better protection of critical 
government data and generally lower data storage 
maintenance costs.
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personal unique identification number (uIn) 

Best practices in business process mapping

Digital data processing enables instant retrieval of 
information from a vast amount of personal data 
as well as aggregation of a wide range of personal 
information registered over a period of time. As many 
individuals may share quite similar personal identity 
information and partly due to the design of relational 
databases used for digital storage and processing 
vital events data, unambiguous identification of every 
individual in the database can be best achieved if each 
individual is assigned a unique personal identifier that 
can be designed as a logical construct or a random 
number. Where such identifier is recorded with every 
new vital life event registered, the software can look 
up and reconstruct all vital life events linked to the 
specific individual from birth to death. The identifier also 

Digitization of the CRVS registration process requires 
careful analysis of existing registration business 
processes to have a starting point from which 
new digital registration business processes should 
be developed. When digitization is coupled with 
implementation of a decentralization strategy, newly 
designed registration business processes linked with 
the processing of paper registration records effect the 
design of the digitized system. The strategic decision to 
introduce digitized registration will in parallel offer new 
opportunities for designing business processes for data 
collection, processing and keeping, both in the field and 
centrally. These new opportunities should also inform 
decision making and the design of these business 
processes and the ICT platforms that support them. 

The Civil Registration and Vital Statistics Digitisation 
Guidebook (CRVS-DGB)10 developed in the framework of 
APAI-CRVS is an online resource that provides step-by-
step guidance for countries to plan, analyse, design and 
implement digitized systems and automated processes 
for CRVS. It provides comprehensive guidance 
on digitization of CRVS systems reflecting on the 
experience of a number of experts/practitioners involved 
in the design of digitization of CRVS systems on the 
African continent. 

The Digitization Guidebook provides comprehensive and 
detailed order of steps to follow when designing and 
rolling out a digitized system, as well as an overview of 
stakeholders who should be involved in the decision-
making processes in each step. The Guidebook further 
provides an elaborate set of tools to use to ensure 
proper documentation of the decision made and how 
it informs the next steps in the process. When the 
Guidebook steps and processes are strictly followed, the 
authorities can be confident that the business processes 
and decisions made in the process are properly 

helps looking up identity information across different 
government platforms.

Adoption of the Law on Unique Identification Number 
provided the legal basis in mozambique for assigning 
a number/code that is unique to each individual in 
the country immediately at birth. In line with best 
international practice the unique identification number 
is issued by the civil registration authority. A national 
identification number is also assigned by the registration 
authority in uganda to facilitate integration of the civil 
identification and civil registration system. Unique 
identification numbers are also assigned immediately 
after birth in Namibia. 

documented and that these can be used in the future as 
reference documentation for understanding the internal 
workings of the system and as a starting point when 
thinking of future system upgrades. 

The Guidebook provides the authorities with a great 
deal of confidence to know that when designing their 
digitized system, they have investigated all aspects and 
made the crucial decisions before moving forwards 
with actual implementation. In fact, the Guidebook is 
so detailed in terms of the designing of the decision-
making processes that some interlocutors find it 
overwhelming and believe a more simplified version 
might be equally appropriate so that the authorities have 
better understanding of the essential elements of the 
digitization process. While remaining a reference tool, 
the Guidebook comes with some limitations. The part 
on modelling business processes does not cover the 
process of deciding how the business processes will 
transform as result of digitization of the decentralized 
system. In this context it largely focuses on the 
digitization of business processes as they already are. 
The variety of approaches to data collection shows that 
these decisions should be made well ahead of digitizing 
business processes. In addition, the Guidebook, does 
not clearly elaborate on the risks of developing bespoke 
digitized systems.

The next iteration of the Guidebook should be updated 
to include guidance on the human-centred design 
approach of bottom-up system approaches to CRVS 
system re-engineering. In addition, it should provide a 
catalogue of applicable standards, including open source 
tools that authorities can rely upon to ensure broad 
opportunities and means for future upgrading of their 
digitized systems.

10 http://www.crvs-dgb.org/en/
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crVS Software platform Models and their design 

Complex digital platforms are constantly subject to 
updates and improvements in response to constant 
improvements in hardware and software technologies 
that offer new opportunities, faster and more affordable 
data processing. Systems that do not keep up with 
these changes, face increased maintenance costs as 
manufacturers tend to phase out support for legacy 
products. This creates an imperative of commitment to 
permanently upgrading the system. 

As much as this is the case on the hardware side, 
the same is valid for the software side. Availability 
of data in digital format, fast-increasing wired and 
wireless networking opportunities coupled with 
increased demand for data sharing within public 
administration systems means that software platforms 
need to constantly evolve to meet the evolving new 
opportunities and increased demand. 

Lack of awareness of the importance of intellectual 
ownership, especially at the beginning of digitization, 
can often lead to a vendor lock-in, where a system is 
procured as a ready-made solution or even a custom-
built hardware/software solution is built in line with 
detailed technical specifications developed by the 
requesting authority. Vendor lock-in is manifested in 
the lack of system scalability that relies exclusively 
on the components that can only be procured from 
other vendors and is further manifested in complete 
dependence on a single vendor for all aspects of 
support. On the software side, the limitations can 
emerge from the lack of software documentation and 
source code, while the use of proprietary standards 
eliminates opportunities to benefit from broadly available 
expertise that can be tapped into for future upgrade 
requests. Without solid technical documentation, it may 
not be possible for other vendors to provide support, 
which essentially creates vendor lock-in even with 
open-source solutions. In reality most of the countries 
developed their digitized CRVS solutions without 
relying on any specific standard or applying the wrong 
standard. This in turn significantly constrained sharing of 
information with other government ICT systems.

In the united Republic of tanzania for example, the 
platform that hosts the civil registration database was 
procured from a private foreign (Pakistani) vendor, 
which was contracted to cater for system maintenance 
until September 2018. The registration authority has 
not yet decided how to cater for system integrity after 
the contract expires. The capacity of the registration 
authority’s IT staff appears to be sufficient to keep the 
system up and running; however the software platform 
cannot be easily upgraded or reconfigured to meet new 
needs and respond to newly introduced requirements 
at a later stage without support from the hardware/
software solution provider. Further to the existing 
software platform an additional software module been 
developed in partnership with the University of Dar es 
Salaam. This module is specifically designed to verify 
registered data in the main civil register database 
(transferred from the registration forms) against 
data uploaded from a mobile network. Some level of 
cooperation with the local IT expert community was also 
maintained for development of the Android application 
used at the registration points.

The risks associated with vendor lock-in have been 
recognized and addressed by venturing into in-house 
development of digital software platforms built around 
widely used system and databased software tools 
such as Microsoft .Net or MySQL. In Mozambique, 
the eCRVS software platform was developed by 
national ICT experts under the general guidance of 
the National Institute of Information Technology with 
UNICEF support. UNICEF was also instrumental in 
the development of the Mobile Vital Records System 
in Uganda, which enables mobile phone users in 
communities to relay birth and death notifications via 
Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD), a 
protocol that enables mobile devices to communicate 
with the service provider’s computers. This approach, 
however, carries some risks. A certain degree of vendor 
lock-in with Microsoft products still persists, which 
provides a different set of considerations including the 
costs of licence fees. Depending on the level of local 
customization and the quality of documentation, these 
platforms may also be difficult to maintain.

Registration authorities in mozambique are confident 
that all aspects of the system can be fully sustained, 
further scaled up and improved; in future relying on 
available expertise within the agency. This level of 
confidence indicates that UNICEF leadership is less 
likely to be required in the future and that full national 
ownership is within reach. Nevertheless, commitment 
from the government to financially sustain the system 
is central to preserving the system, especially if a large 
proportion of the costs of the system development 
comes from external sources (such as UNICEF) At 
the same time, investment by UNICEF in uganda in 
digitization of the CRVS system has been interrupted 
by institutional reforms that resulted in a redesigned 
system that more tightly integrates civil registration 
and civil identification services. The Uganda experience 
illustrates well the problems that can result from opting 
for a bespoke registration solution, even if that solution 
is seemingly developed relying on national expertise. The 
original software solution was developed by uganda’s 
Telecom which, at a certain point, withdrew its support 
leaving the registration authorities with limited capacity 
to sustain the system and cater for future upgrades.

The risk of vendor-lock can be mitigated by making 
a strategic decision to use open-source platforms, 
architecture and standards as the foundation for 
developing software platforms, provided that they are 
well documented and have a diversity of vendors able 
to support. This approach helps with the development 
of modular software components, which can be 
supported independently through publicly documented 
standards, and which enables individual components 
to be integrated into a single platform. This approach 
further enables each component to be independently 
upgraded and scaled to meet new demands, decreasing 
the overall risk to the platform and enabling easier 
adoption of new technologies. More importantly, viable 
open-source platforms should facilitate outsourcing of 
platform support and updates to academia, local private 
companies and the expert community, and by doing so 
expand the pool of expertise that the authorities can 
tap into to ensure sustained and cost-effective support. 
In Uganda for instance, the authorities actively support 
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local IT expert communities and their innovation hubs by 
encouraging development of innovative software, and 
this results in better quality government ICT platforms. 

Unlike in many other sectors, there are still significant 
gaps in publicly available standards that can be used to 
guide the development of CRVS software. Under the 
leadership of Plan International and Jembi, there is an 
ongoing effort to develop a recommended enterprise 
architecture and accompanying standards, built from 
recent advancements made across Africa in the health 
information exchange space. Under the moniker of 
OpenCRVS, these standards can be generically applied 
to any existing or planned eCRVS system to support 
broader system interoperability. For example, in 
Mozambique, Jembi has an MoU with the government 
to support a CRVS requirements assessment, and to 
provide recommendations on strengthening existing ICT 
platforms – including the UNICEF supported solution 
– to make them more standards-based and support 
integration into sectors such as health.

Additionally, a reference software application of the 
same name is being piloted in Bangladesh, which is 
expected to eventually address contexts in which there 

is either a partial or no digital solution in place. The 
OpenCRVS approach strongly advocates for an open-
source, open standards approach, adaptable for different 
country contexts. The anticipated broad adoption will 
expand the pool of developers who can be recruited to 
work with other experts to contribute to development of 
the OpenCRVS standard and software components as a 
global good. 

The switch to open-source software, however, may 
have ‘hidden’ costs that need to be understood and 
catered for up front, including training, support and 
migration of existing data. Concerns can also arise from 
lack of support and safeguards linked with software 
security, and mitigating vulnerabilities exposing the 
system to external attacks (though such security 
concerns are not unique to open-source software and 
can be mitigated). Thus, even though the total cost of 
ownership, rather than the cost of a new licence, more 
accurately measures the costs associated with adopting 
a software system, there are various applications and 
various scenarios in which adoption of free software 
may be more viable (e.g. when the cost of training is 
not significant or is equivalent to that of a competing 
commercial application).

platforms for digitizing registration data in the field

One of the goals of the ongoing digitization of 
registration services across the region is to ensure 
that all registration records are aggregated in central 
databases. The decision on the most suitable manner for 
digital capture of registered data in the field to a great 
extent informs the design of central software platforms 
for the management of registration records within 
central databases. However, both these decisions result 
from broader detailed process and system analysis and 
business process mapping (much of which is covered 
in the previously mentioned Digitization Guidebook). 
Another consideration that has gained importance over 
time is the scalability of the system and its ability to 
interconnect with other public administration platforms 
to share data or enable access to personal records for 
personal data verification purposes. 

In mozambique and uganda, the platforms were 
designed to enable digital data capture in the field 
by relying on web applications. In Mozambique, the 
core components of the software were developed by 
UNICEF with the support of local experts and were 
built on Microsoft .Net platform running on a server 
at the central registration authority’s headquarters. 
The application consists of a front-end web application 
designed to run within a browser installed on any 
computer connected to the internet. Back-end 
components of the application are executed on a server 
at the headquarters and are designed: to manage a 
mySQL-based vital events database, to process incoming 
registration data from the district and incoming USSD 
registration data from local communities (postos), and to 
manage access to different data sets based on access 
credentials provided whether the access is requested 
at the central registration authority headquarters or 

from computers running the eCRVS web application. 
The platform is hosted at the Ministry of Justice and, 
for the time being, the focus of the Ministry has been 
on ensuring data sharing end interoperability with other 
ICT platforms under the Ministry of Justice. Although 
Mozambique has made good progress in defining 
standards for national data intermobility, for the time 
being no other agency has gained access to the data.11

In countries where the digital data capture is extended 
down to district level, two approaches to developing 
front-end applications can be found: custom-built 
desktop applications and web-based portals. In both 
these cases these systems are custom built in response 
to the task at hand, but they are developed using 
different software engineering sequences and result in 
different product designs, although in reality most of the 
platforms are designed to carry out very similar tasks in 
each of the countries. This has important implications 
for the sustainability of the systems. In the absence of 
a specific standard that the countries can rely on, they 
all resort to investing in developing a bespoke solution, 
that usually comes with greater costs for maintenance 
and upgrading than would be the case if widely available 
support could be relied on for solutions built around 
specific standards. 

In mozambique and uganda, registration is conducted 
through a custom-built portal application that can be 
used within web browsers on any internet-connected 
computer, as long as valid access credentials are 
provided. 

In namibia and South Sudan, a custom-built desktop 
software application was the preference, but for 

11 Detailed elaboration on the system is available in annex 3: mozambique
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different reasons. In namibia, the front-end application 
is connected with the central register/database and 
uses a secure connection via the government’s 
internet network. In South Sudan, it was rather the 
lack of a reliable internet connection that prompted the 
development of a type of front-end application that is 
designed to be operable in offline mode and exchange 
data with the central database as needed and when an 
internet connection is available. In mozambique where 
internet connection is more reliable but faces risks of 
interruptions, front-end application has been developed 
that enables data collection in offline mode and the 
transmission of the collected data when connectivity is 
restored. 

Leveraging web-based front-end applications provides 
more opportunities for scaling up systems. It eliminates 
the costs of software installation and subsequent 
upgrades, and the risk of lack of compatibility with 
specific end-user computer hardware/software 
configuration. It is also independent of the computer 
operating system platform. A design that keeps a 
local copy of the registered data until the back-end 
software verifies that the transfer has been completed is 
preferable. In many situations online data transfer can be 
interrupted by poor data transfer infrastructure, patchy 
internet connection or similar connectivity problems. If 
registration is conducted strictly online, there is a great 
risk of interception of the registration if the system 
is not online or data being transferred could be lost 
because of the connection dropping during the transfer. 

Broadly speaking, back-end and front-end platforms 
are designed to enable entry of data from birth/death 
registration books/forms and their transfer to the central 
database. Front-end applications allow the entered 
registration data to be reviewed and verification of 
entered records to be completed by an authorized 
registration official. Completed verification permanently 
locks the record for editing and enables the option of 
printing the registration certificate. In mozambique 
and namibia printing of the certificates is enabled at 
the district/health facility registration points. In zambia, 
uganda and the united Republic of tanzania, such 
an option is for the time being only available at the 
registration authority headquarters in the capital. 
Decentralization of printing registration certificates to 
district level has resulted in higher registration rates by 
bringing the service closer to beneficiaries. This also 
means that the decentralized system is more expensive 

to operate, as the district centres now provide a wider 
range of services that is associated with increased 
human and technical resources requirements. 

Following institutional reforms in the area of identity 
management in Uganda, the platform for processing 
digital data for vital life events is currently being 
redesigned, but for the time being, registration data is 
being captured digitally using the Mobile Vital Records 
System software platform. The platform consists of 
the main back-end application hosted at the central 
registration authority and a web-based application that 
can run in a web browser on any computer connected 
to the internet subject to entering authorized access 
credentials. This bespoke solution was developed 
specifically for uganda by Uganda Telecom, with many 
of the features hard coded. Eventually, with Uganda 
Telecom pulling out of the process, revising and 
upgrading the system has become very hard.

For the time being, Ethiopia’s CRVS system is the only 
system among the countries subject of this review that 
has not begun the digitization process. In South Sudan 
– which is yet to decide on regulatory and institutional 
framework for CRVS – the Ministry of Health and 
Home Affairs in cooperation with UNICEF have devised 
a digitized system to collect information about births 
at a limited number of health facilities. The system 
provides valuable lessons learned on development of 
a digitized registration system designed to operate in a 
highly volatile security situation with limited computer 
network capacities and opportunities for data transfer. 
The system was designed as two independent back-
end and front-end software platforms, each operating 
with compatible data structures that enable data export 
and import between the two platforms. Innovatively, 
the system leverages cloud services for data storage. 
Faced with frequent power interruptions and concerns 
for the physical safety of the central database, a 
securely encrypted copy of the central database is 
kept externally using commercial cloud services. In the 
event of complete calamity resulting in loss of a physical 
copies, data can be restored from the cloud. While data 
protection concerns linked with cloud storage remain, 
they appear to be outweighed by the risk of physical loss 
of data. In the context of a volatile security situation, 
hosting registration data on a local server is not 
necessarily more secure than hosting on a cloud-based 
service, and it further mitigates the risk of a permanent 
data loss.

leveraging mobile networks for birth notification/digitization

The practice of most of the countries in this review 
shows that deploying a countrywide digitized registration 
system benefited from existing wired computer network 
infrastructure or mobile network operator data transfer 
coverage. UNICEF research shows that the areas where 
children are more deprived are also the areas with no or 
little connectivity. In most of the countries in the region 
wired connectivity is fairly limited, but nonetheless 
steadily improving. In the meantime, the region has 
witnessed unprecedented penetration of mobile 
networks, that provides alternative means of internet 
connectivity, including in remote areas. In terms of 
data speeds, LTE connectivity is for the time being only 
available in large cities and urban areas, while remote 

areas are limited to 2G and 3G speeds. Based on past 
trends it can be expected that over time the speeds are 
likely to increase in remote areas as well. 

As result of UNICEF initiatives in Mozambique, the 
United Republic of Tanzania and Uganda, in each of 
these countries systems have been devised for birth 
notification data to be captured in digital format and 
transferred to the central birth register database 
over mobile networks. Working hand-in-hand with 
decentralization of birth notification, all birth notification 
points in local village communities and health facilities 
were enabled with serviced that use mobile phones to 
transfer birth notification data immediately after it has 
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been captured in birth notification forms or registration 
books. In mozambique and uganda, registration 
officials can only use their own private devices while in 
the united Republic of tanzania smartphones were 
provided by UNICEF.

The Tanzanian digitized registration platform relies 
primarily on USSD birth notification messaging captured 
at field registration points, which are subsequently 
verified against data from actual registration forms 
scanned in the field and digitally uploaded to central 
registration authority servers. In zambia similarly, for 
the time being, registration forms are only digitized by 
the central registration authority from paper registration 
books collected from district registration offices. 

In uganda and mozambique, the systems take 
advantage of the GMS mobile phones used 
by registration officials and preauthorized for 
communicating registration data. Many of these 
devices are in fact the personal devices of appointed 
registration officials. Communication relies on USSD 
mobile communication protocol, a platform with many 
similarities to SMS messaging. 

Use of USSD has some key advantages over SMS 
messaging. Unlike SMS, they do not leave a record on 
the phone of the data being sent, which is significant 
for data security; and they provide structured prompts/
forms for data submission, which requires significantly 
less training than SMS, allows more complexity in the 
data being captured, and reduces data entry errors. 
Finally, USSD messaging provides the ability to retrieve/
verify submitted information against the national 
database while the data are being entered.

Neither protocol allows for end-to-end encryption, and 
theoretically the data can be intercepted or copied 
locally by the mobile operator. Reliance on privately 
owned devices is obviously motivated by the need to cut 
down costs, but nevertheless makes the system highly 
unreliable. If a person loses a phone or the device gets 
broken, the owner may not be able to replace the phone 
with a new device and some registered data may either 
not be transferred or be transferred with significant 
delays.

Registration officials are trained to enter data in USSD 
fields containing key registration data, which is directly 
routed by the mobile network operator to the central 
server of the registration authority, where dedicated 
software compiles the personal data stored with 
corresponding data fields in the records stored in the 
central register. 

This does not mean that the information received over 
the mobile network is sufficient to create legally valid 
registration records. In legal terms, the message represents 
only receipt of an advanced copy of the information 
registered in the registration forms. In uganda and the 
united Republic of tanzania, the actual registration 
record is created on completion of the data transfer from 
the paper registration forms at district level. 

Benefiting from direct access to the central birth 
register, district registration authorities can access the 
information received via USSD messages to facilitate 
verification of registered data. 

These messages can also be used to create provisional 
registration records. The provisional entry is then either 
validated during data transfer from the registration form 
or corrected when it is determined that the information 
is not consistent with what is written on the registration 
form. More importantly, should an USSD message not 
be followed up with a corresponding data entry from 
the registration books/birth notification forms, the 
registration authorities can identify this and request 
follow up in the field. 

Although at first glance use of mobile messaging to 
transfer registered information may seem of limited 
value given the lack of legal validity, this approach 
can help ensure the quality and integrity of the entire 
registration system. It is important to reiterate that 
mobile registration data transfer only makes sense in 
cases in which there is a central database to which 
the data are being transferred. The system enables 
central registration authorities to have an almost 
real-time overview of the registration process in the 
field, including in remote geographical areas. Thus, the 
authorities can accurately monitor registration trends 
down to the level of local communities and can be 
prompted for follow up should the registration process 
depart from already established trends. The system 
enables central registration authorities to inform policy 
makers, as well as the general public, about the latest 
registration trends and aggregated statistics making the 
process more transparent and increasing opportunities 
for statistical data processing by external stakeholders. 

In the united Republic of tanzania, with UNCEF 
support, an upgraded version of mobile registration 
data capturing has been introduced, using a custom-
built Android smartphone application. The app provides 
a much more intuitive data capture interface, resulting 
in fewer errors in the process. The app further enables 
off-line data capture and subsequent data transfer over 
the mobile network when the device is within the range 
of a mobile network. Previous plans to rely on USSD 
messaging were scrapped after it was discovered that 
some registration data communicated from registration 
points were lost during the transcription of incoming 
USSD messages in a format compatible with the central 
database. 

Such upgraded system contributes to better quality 
data capture and speeds up the verification process 
that precedes the creation of a registration record in 
the central birth register. Unlike in mozambique and 
uganda where registration forms are digitized during 
the data entry process, in the united Republic of 
tanzania district offices complete the digitization of 
registration by scanning the forms as image files and 
transferring scanned images to the central registration 
authority, where the data is transferred from an image 
file into a digital database. The central registration 
authority then completes the verification by comparing 
the data from scanned registration forms against the 
record originally created from the data communicated 
by mobile application. The better quality of data 
received from mobile devices ultimately facilitates and 
speeds up the verification process. The differences 
in approach between the results from the design of 
the certification process. In the united Republic of 
tanzania, certificates are issued on spot without prior 
verification in electronic records, while in mozambique 
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and uganda a certificate can only be issued if a record 
is entered and verified in a central database.

Use of mobile technologies ultimately provides 
additional safeguards for the integrity of registration and 
the costs of setting up and running these systems are 
proportional to the value they add to the process. For 
instance, setting up the system for USSD messaging 
using commercial mobile operators can cost in 
approximately US$20,000-30,000 for anticipated traffic 
of a million USSD messages/registrations.12 Unlike in 
uganda and mozambique, in the united Republic of 
tanzania the cost of maintaining the system is much 
higher as the registration points needed to be equipped 
with android smartphone devices each costing about 
US$100. The costs can increase disproportionally at 
the point of negotiating subscriptions for data plans 
to enable data transfer with the central registration 
authority. The actual individual registration record is not 
more than few kilobytes in size, meaning that the total 
volume of data for a million records is a few gigabytes. 
It should be possible to procure data traffic from a 
commercial mobile provider at a price comparative to 
the actual value of the actual data carried. The cost-
related concerns are linked to the fact that the mobile 
operators sell mobile data transfers as bundled offers 
linked to specific devices that, multiplied by the number 
of devices in use, dramatically increases the cost of 
data transfer. Even at such price, a 100 MB monthly 
bundle priced at an average price of US$4 would mean 
the cost of the service would amount to approximately 
US$50,000 for 1,000 registration points. Such a bundle 
is more than sufficient for all the anticipated data 
transfers of one registration point using a mobile device. 

Increased and unsustainable costs are generated by 
liberal policies regarding data transfer usage that are not 
designed to prevent data transfer for private purposes. 
Lowering the costs to an acceptable and manageable 
level requires upfront investment in altering the mobile 
devices’ operating system and ahead of delivery to 
the field only allowing for data transfer for the critical 
purposes of the smartphone operating system and 
for mobile applications used to capture and transfer 
registration data. 

Mobile operators are increasable offering internet traffic 
linked with specific mobile applications. For instance, 
unlimited Facebook/Twitter data traffic is allowed at a 
symbolic rate while all other data traffic is blocked by the 
mobile operator. The best approach to leveraging mobile 
networks for data transfer should rely on a negotiated 
special rate with the mobile operator that would 
enable traffic from the designated mobile registration 
application or data traffic with the server hosting front 

end registration web portal. In this way only the costs of 
data traffic linked with the registration would be paid for.

Partnerships with mobile networks were explored, with 
a focus on identifying and quantifying the operators’ 
business interests for longer-term sustainability rather 
than only approaching it through a corporate social 
responsibility lens. In the case of Uganda Telecom, 
the company anticipated that a partnership would 
help increase in number of subscribers. Additionally, 
appointing birth registration agents as Uganda Telecom 
airtime resellers could further expand the company’s 
reach in remote areas. There was also an expectation 
that parents of children whose births were registered 
would have opportunities to benefit from special offers 
made for new subscribers. Furthermore, the mobile 
operator could expect increased revenues from service 
use. By entering this type of partnership, the operator 
could further expand the range of services, such as SMS 
notification, on the availability of the certificate, SMS 
verification of the registration, or use of mobile money 
services to pay the registration fees. Finally, the operator 
could also benefit from selling internet modems and 
dongles to government institutions in areas where 
landlines and fibreoptic networks are not yet available. 

Regardless of the perception of these benefits, it was 
largely government-owned mobile operators or the 
operators with significant government ownership that 
decided to support mobile notification programmes. In 
mozambique the mobile operator that supports the 
programme is committed to provide the support in the 
future. In uganda, on the other hand, due to financial 
difficulties Uganda Telecom – which originally helped 
to develop mobile network-based birth notification 
– eventually pulled out of the project. No other 
mobile provider has expressed interest in facilitating 
continuation of the programme. 

This experience shows that sustained operation of 
such a system should be sought through commercial 
arrangements that also take into account the incentives 
for participation from the side of mobile operators. Using 
smartphones and custom-built mobile applications that 
enable end-to-end encryption of communication with 
the central civil registration server should be preferred 
option in further development of these platforms. 
In concluding commercial agreements with mobile 
network operators, cooperation should be sought to 
ensure support at the registration points and ensure 
sustained connectivity. Involving mobile network 
operators in the design and implementation of front-end 
and back-end applications is generally linked with risks 
of vendor lock-in and lack of data protection safeguards. 

12 https://www.ucc.co.ug/files/downloads/ussD_and_sms_market_review_short_Final_report_171213.pdf

Digitization of existing paper-based records 
records created after the introduction of digitized data 
capture. This is a very small proportion of all vital event 
registration acts produced since inception of the CRVS 
systems. This means that most registration records 
only can be accessed in paper format, and thus that 
the practical utility of the existing digitized civil register 
is very low in the context of broader inter-agency data 
sharing. This can only change if paper-based digitized 

Digitized civil registration registers can only become 
providers of the most up-to date identity information if 
all vital registration acts are available in digital format. 
Furthermore, a system needs to be in place that would 
enables aggregation of all registered vital life events 
linked to a specific individual. Where digitization of 
CRVS systems is already underway, vital life event 
registration acts are only available in digital format for 
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Intersections with civil identification 

records for the living population are digitized and 
transferred into the central register. 

namibia has so far been the only country which has 
embarked on and completed digitization of the paper 
archive of vital events acts. Digitization of all historic 
paper-based civil registration records at the Department 
of Civil Registration commenced in February 2010 and 
took eight years to complete. The process was largely 
outsourced and completed by the local “Document 
Warehouse” company. An archive containing some 4,5 
civil records have been digitized since then using M-files 
records management software. For this, some 60-100 
data entry clerks scanned the historical records into the 
records management database. Each scanned record is 
tagged with critical identity and vital event information 
identified on the scanned paper. These tags are then 
stored in an associated database. A search in the 
database that enters the identity data can look up the 
corresponding scanned original registration record.

In mozambique, the registration authorities in 
cooperation with Italian Cooperation (an Italian 
development agency) are also making plans to support 
the digitization of paper birth and death records kept in 
Maputo (which according to some estimates make up 
most records in the whole country). 

As the experience of many countries shows, vital 
records digital databases are not necessarily used 
as a source of identity information for use by public 
administration actors. To avoid the daunting task of 
digitizing paper archives, the decision was taken to use 
instead information from the digital databases crated 
during the process of rolling out citizens into national 
identity card programmes. The central assumption for 
this decision is that identity information and dates of 
birth have been proven during the application process 
for national identity cards, and therefore they should be 
treated as a valid proof of identity as well as proof of 
date of birth. 

uganda stands as a good example of such an approach. 
Following institutional reforms, a single government 
agency was given authority over both the civil 
identification and the civil registration system. Driven 

largely by a political agenda and the goal of ensuring 
the integrity of the voter register for the forthcoming 
elections, the newly established registration authority 
prioritized the issuing of national identification cards. 
Over one and a half years the authorities managed to 
enrol almost the entire adult population in the national 
identification register and provide them with secure 
national identity cards. The rolling out was supported by 
parish authorities, which further mobilized the population 
for the enrolment and also verified biographical identity 
information for the majority of the population who could 
not provide evidence of identity in a certified format 
such as a birth certificate. Building on the success of the 
national identity card project in eliminating fraudulent 
access to services, the authorities further enlarged 
the scope of identification enrolment to encompass all 
students at elementary, secondary and high schools. 
Enrolment of students was initiated with the goal of 
accurately identifying and capturing the total number 
of students at each school and being able to accurately 
project financial subsidies to schools. Civil identification 
enrolment of students had important consequences in 
the context of civil registration. It can be safely assumed 
that the enrolment of students also represents late 
birth registration of children above five years of age 
attending education facilities. Similarly, it can be safely 
assumed that given the responsibility for integrated 
civil registration and civil identification register, the 
registration authorities are in a position to issue legally 
valid birth certificates to all individuals enrolled in the 
civil identification register. 

Such an approach obviously carries the risk of 
discrepancy between the data in the digital civil 
registration register and information in the paper-based 
vital life event record (if it exists), which could later have 
significant legal ramifications. However, the approach 
taken by the authorities seem to imply willingness to 
deal with legal ramifications should they arise rather 
than waiting for years until all CRVS records have been 
digitized. If this is the preferred approach to digitization 
of identity data, given the ongoing digitization of CRVS 
processes, a cut-off date should be introduced after 
which all proofs of identity information, including identity 
information of newborns, should exclusively be drawn 
from the civil registration digital records. 

set-up of registration services. In namibia and 
uganda, one agency has been appointed over both civil 
registration and identification, enabling these authorities 
to decide on the best way to integrate the two services. 
Where different agencies are responsible for civil 
registration and civil identification, better integration 
is sought through enabling interoperability between 
the two systems, a process that is often lengthy and 
conditioned by politically driven discussions on the roles 
and responsibilities of these agencies. 

The institutional set-up of registration services in 
namibia facilities the creation of a highly integrated 
system between civil registration and civil identification 
that aggregates data in the format of a single population 
register. The National Population Register System (NPRS) 
– created as result of this integration – is a system 
of different databases containing different types of 

The practice of many states with advanced identity 
management infrastructure shows that civil registration 
and civil identification are closely interlinked. 
Identification documents of parents are inspected during 
the registration of birth. Later in life, individual requests 
for registration of vital life events can be acted on upon 
identification of the applicant. When a person reaches 
the age of eligibility for obtaining a national identity 
card, information on legally valid identity is obtained in 
certified form from the civil register. In order to be up-
to-date civil identification records must reflect ongoing 
changes in identity information that are captured and 
registered as vital life events. Without an effective 
means of sharing data with the civil register, the entropy 
of civil identification records increases over time. 

The way in which the two systems benefit from each 
other’s data is closely related with the institutional 
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personal information that are linked together by a unique 
identification number. The unique identification number 
is created at birth, and each subsequent item of personal 
information collected through the process of registering 
vital live events or issuing identification credentials is 
entered in the corresponding database together with 
the personal unique identification number. The backbone 
of the system is its ability to pull out all personal 
information associated with a particular personal unique 
identification number and present a report in real time 
that resembles a personal file of an individual containing 
all the personal information and historical changes of 
some or all personal information. 

The unique identification number ensures that one 
person can only have one personal record in the civil 
registration and civil identification system, and it 
prevents multiple registrations, including the creation 
of multiple identities. Additional biometric information 
collected through enrolment in national ID and/or 
passport systems allows the system to de-duplicate 
registered data by detecting attempts to create multiple 
identities. Deduplication is achieved by comparing all 
registration records and identifying multiple records 
linking to same biometrical information. 

By linking the unique identification numbers of parents 
with the unique identification numbers of their children, 
the system can also create family trees and effectively 
cater to the protection of rights and fulfilment of 
obligations linked with family law and property rights. 

Institutional reforms in uganda have been designed to 
result in a similar system once it is fully implemented. 

Achieving a greater level of integration/communication 
between civil registration and civil identification 
dramatically increases the investment case for 
civil registration, in a similar fashion to support to 
e-government services. In fact, the experience of 
many states shows that tighter integration of civil 
registration and civil identification preceded and became 
a precondition for enabling electronic services offered by 
other government agencies. 

In addition to increasing the profile of the investment 
case in civil registration, the experience of many states 
shows that investment in civil registration also affects 
the costs of implementing digitized civil identification 
systems, suggesting that significant savings are 
achieved by investing in and more tightly integrating 
both systems.

In case of zambia, the World Bank in its 2016 
Identification System Analysis report emphasizes that 
integration of the two systems over the long term 
might be a more cost-effective investment and advises 
that a feasibility and cost-benefit study be conducted 
to accurately assess the advantages of combining the 
two services. Given the government’s pledge to invest 
in an Integrated National Registration Information 
System, it further advises that the budget elaborated 
in the National Strategic Action Plan for CRVS could be 
combined with investment in the new e-ID for a more 
comprehensive and coherent investment plan.

The World Bank report further underlines the importance 
anticipated increase in demand for a digital identity 
system, both from the public sector – for e-government 
services – and from the private sector, for authentication 
of identities (KyC—Know your Customer). To this end, 
the civil registration system is seen as an integral part 
of the digital identity system. In the case of Zambia, 
the World Bank underlines that while only 800,000 
births and deaths require registration annually, the 
use and verification of identity by individuals and 
institutions in the private and public sector run into 
the millions of transactions: this is currently analogue 
but online e-verification will occur in the near future. 
for the decision on the future system, World bank 
estimates that by investing uS$50 million to uS$60 
million in civil registration, the country would save 
between uS$140 million and uS$330 million in civil 
identification (national ID and elections) operating 
and capital expenditure over a period of ten years. 
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sEction 6: recoMMenDATIonS
•	 To	increase	demand	for	registration	services	and	

contribute to achievement of the wider Sustainable 
Development Goals, CRVS systems should seek to 
strengthen linkages and optimize access to a broad 
range of social sector services. 

•	 CRVS	system	design	must	follow	a	bottom-up	human-
centred design approach to come up with fit-for-
purpose automated end-to-end CRVS. It is not always 
recommended that the existing paper-based approach 
be directly converted to a digital platform. A more 
structured system re-engineering exercise can lead 
to improved processes that will in turn increase the 
efficiency and effective of the CRVS system. 

•	 Sustainable	digitization	and	automation	of	CRVS	
will be highly dependent on how much the citizen 
considers a birth certificate or unique identity is 
necessary to access social services. UNICEF and 
partners must advocate with the government to 
ensure that there is legal precedence for issuing a 
unique identity at birth at opposed to 18 years of 
age. This will enable the CRVS platform to be linked 
to various social services databases, such as health, 
immunization for children, social cash transfers for 
pregnant and lactating mothers and so on. 

•	 In	the	absence	of	laws	or	regulations	that	enable	
CRVS data to be digitally transferred, consideration 
may be given to introducing system such as that 
in the united Republic of tanzania for capturing 
and storing digital images of documentary evidence 
provided in support of the registration. 

•	 Civil	registration	authorities	and	UNICEF	should	
continue advocating the importance for strengthening 
links between civil registration and civil identification 
as most cost-effective long-term solution for 
the developing national identity management 
infrastructure. In the process they should advocate for 
the conducting of feasibility studies to obtain precise 
financial savings estimates.

•	 For	the	verification	of	registration	records,	validation	
of information can be considered digitally via mobile 
networks through “know your customer” (KyC) 
initiatives.

•	 As	a	priority,	civil	registration	authorities	should	
expand the platform to enable the printing of 
registration certificates at district level. In parallel, the 
authorities should expand the number of services 
that can benefit from online verification of registered 
information. They should devise a system such as the 

one implemented in mozambique (SMS notification 
on the completion of the birth certificate) or in 
zambia and Ethiopia, where the local authorities 
take responsibility for distribution of completed birth 
certificates to the applicants at the local offices. 

•	 The	understanding	should	be	promoted	that	
institutional cooperation and coordination between 
the civil registration authority, local authorities and 
health authorities are critical for the successful 
functioning of decentralized systems. This means that 
the overall costs of the system and maintaining IT and 
human resources that support this structure are going 
to be very high and will likely remain high over a long 
period of time. 

•	 Civil	registration	authorities	should	build	their	ICT	
platforms by leveraging, where appropriate, global 
goods that conform to best practices and are fit for 
purpose, while relying on the expertise of the local 
expert community and the private ICT sector with 
the strategic goal of expanding the pool of expertise 
in-country to ensure support for further development 
of civil registration ICT platforms. The software should 
be based on published standards, and preferably 
commercially viable, open-source platforms for which 
there is a widely available development community. 

•	 Use	of	mobile	network-based	notification	should	be	
promoted to ensure timely collection and capturing 
of data in remote areas. However, investing in mobile 
solutions is not a replacement for establishing a 
viable, underlying CRVS platform. The greater the 
size of remote areas in proportion to country size, the 
greater the level of facilitation that mobile notifications 
should provide.

•	 Civil	registration	authorities	and	UNICEF	should	
actively promote the development of interoperability 
with other government ICT platforms, and by doing 
so should promote the value of the CRVS system as 
an important provider of identity information. UNICEF 
should support the development of ICT platforms for 
civil registration that comply with national standards 
for data exchange and are compatible with existing or 
future interoperability standards. 

•	 Civil	registration	authorities	and	UNICEF	should	work	
together to raise awareness of the importance of 
developing data and privacy protection regulations 
that prevent sharing of private information for 
purposes that are not specifically authorized by law, 
or where the data subject has not provided explicit 
consent. 
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aPPEnDix: country casE stuDiEs 

eThIopIA
Background and institutional setup 
Historically, Ethiopia had one of the lowest levels of civil 
registration on the African continent. Until recently, the 
birth registration rate was estimated at 3 per cent of 
children under 5 years of age (according to Ethiopia’s 2016 
Demographic and Health Survey).13 Long neglected, birth 
registration received renewed interest following broader 
regional recognition of the importance of CRVS systems 
and emerging political commitment across the African 
continent to improving civil registration coverage. The most 
important initiative in this direction was the establishment 
of the standing Conference of African Ministers 
Responsible for Civil Registration in August 2011. Ethiopia, 
as the first host and the first Chair of the Conference, has 
played a major role in this initiative, which is coordinated 
and led by United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 
the African Development Bank and the African Union. 

Ethiopia’s turning point in reform of the civil registration 
and vital statistics system came with the adoption of 
Proclamation No. 760/2012 “Registration of Vital Events 
and National Identity Card”, which provided the legal basis 
for comprehensive and compulsory registration of vital 
events. This repealed Articles 47 to 153 of the 1960 Civil 
Code, the provisions of which on civil registration were 
suspended indefinitely even though they were never fully 
implemented in practice. 

Following the adoption of the new legislation, the federal 
Vital Events Registration Agency (VERA) was established in 
June 2013 as the federal public administration autonomous 
body to direct, coordinate and support the registration 
of vital events at national level, and to centrally organize 
and keep records of vital events. To guide the work of 
VERA, the federal Vital Events Registration Council was 
established in 2013, chaired by the Minister of Justice, 
with members drawn from 35 ministries, agencies and 
other stakeholders. The Council meets at least twice a 
year. In 2018, the federal VERA was reconstituted as the 
Immigration, Nationality and Vital Events Agency (INVEA), 
under the Ministry of Peace.

Responsibility for the registration of vital life events at lower 
administrative levels follows the existing regional and local 
governance structure in Ethiopia. Administratively, Ethiopia 
is structured into nine regions and two city administrations. 
Every region has a regional VERA. The regions and 
two city administrations were further subdivided into 
85 zones, approximately 800 weredas (districts) and 
19,010 kebeles (neighbourhoods: the country’s lowest 
administrative areas). Civil registration legislation envisages 
the establishment of registration offices at each of these 
administrative levels; however, the offices at each level 
have different sets of responsibilities. 

The appointment of kebele authorities as the principal 
registration points marks the intention of the legislature 
to introduce a high level of decentralization, with the 
expectation that this approach would result in a dramatic 
increase in registration of vital life events. 

Registration offices at the higher wereda, zonal and 
regional levels are designed to support the registration 
process in the kebeles. Wereda and zonal offices play an 
important role in the vital registration process, in particular 
by providing quality assurance of completed registration 
documents, logistical support for document movement, 
and monitoring and evaluation of the operation. The 
regional VERAs are tasked with taking necessary actions 
to establish, develop and sustain kebele and wereda civil 
status registration offices and to incorporate vital events 
functions in existing kebele and wereda offices structures. 

In August 2016, a major milestone was reached when 
the Government of Ethiopia launched the roll-out of a 
comprehensive national CRVS system across the country. 
As of September 2019, local civil registration centre are 
functional in 17,004 of the 19,010 kebeles in the country. 
Between August 2016 (when the system was established) 
and March 2019 (the most recent data available), of the 
expected two million total expected births a year, 1,481,421 
births (or 27.8 per cent) have been registered.14 Seventy-
two per cent of these registered births were issued with 
certificates. The reported registration figures show a 
significant increase in the rate of registered vital life events.

13 central statistical agency (csa) [Ethiopia] and icF. 2016. Ethiopia Demographic and Health survey 2016; https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/Fr328/Fr328.pdf 
14 national birth registration performance report covering the period between august 2016 to march 2019, invEa, march 2019. 

Ethiopia - % of registered Births for all children under 1 year* By region august 2016 - march 2019

source: invEa admin data march 2019 | * % of children under 1 year of age whose births have been registered (excluding refugee children)
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December 2017: Planned and achieved 
registration15 
The significant increase in registered vital life events 
is a result of decentralization of registration services 
and relies on the existing administrative capacities of 
kebeles. The reasoning for introducing a high level of 
decentralization was extensively debated prior to its 
introduction into the legislation. The decision to rely 
on kebeles as the main registration units appears to 
be largely the consequence of the traditionally strong 
administrative capacity of kebeles in keeping records 
of individuals residing in their territory. Even before 
VERA was established, births and deaths were also 
recorded by kebele authorities where, in most cases, 
lists of children and other members of each household 
were maintained in kebele ledgers. There is also an 
established practice of reporting the number of births 
and deaths in each kebele to the state government, 
which monitors the equivalent of vital statistics. When 
individuals or families leave the kebele and do not return, 
after six months the health post file is declared inactive 
and the individuals or families are removed from the 
population figures. When they migrate permanently, 
they should receive a letter from the original kebele that 
is presented to the next kebele, and a new file should be 
created in the latter. 

On the other hand, the high level of decentralization 
is linked with risks of fraud and lack of accountability, 
especially in case of paper-based registration systems. 
Despite the fact that all centralized registered data 
is communicated to the main INVEA office, as the 
information is communicated in paper-based format and 
is processed manually, possibilities to conduct checks 
against multiple registration are limited (which would 
not be the case for digitized records). This in turn could 
be exploited by fraudsters to fabricate identities that 
in the future could enable access to specific services. 
In a situation in which official registration rates are low 
and given the limited practical utility of registration 
certificates currently, such attempts are generally not 
of major concern. However, as the value of certificates 
increases in the future the registration system will be 
increasingly targeted by fraudsters. Another concern 
is linked with challenges that would arise should the 
authorities decide to digitize the entire registration 
process. Aside from the challenges linked with lack 
of ICT infrastructure, training on use of the digital 
systems and its technical support structures that should 
be in place requires significant investment in human 
resources. In practice this would mean that most, if not 
all, kebele officials would need to become ICT literate 
over a short period of time. In addition, maintaining the 
system requires support of stuff with more in-depth ICT 
training. Ultimately, functioning of the entire system 
depends on management structures put in place to 
support human and technical resources, as well as the 
availability of financial support to cater for the training of 
personnel and to provide compensation for their work.

It would appear that the authorities have decided to give 
priority to ensuring that all vital events are registered 
and leaving concerns regarding the integrity of the 
registration system to be addressed in later stages 
during digitization. When deciding how to approach the 
digitization of registration processes – if the Government 

does indeed decide to digitize registration services – the 
experience of other countries in the region shows that 
mobile technologies require lesser technical support and 
require a milder learning curve than traditional computer 
workstations and could be a cost-effective way of 
digitizing kebele services. A more cautious approach 
could also rely on establishing collection points and 
digitization outposts in woredas, and using traditional 
computer terminals, form scanning and data entry. 

Unlike in some other countries, challenges that could 
arise on the management side may not be particularly 
high in the Ethiopian case. This is mainly because the 
administrative services and communication between 
kebeles with vertical structures (woreda, zone and 
region) have already proved very efficient: this is further 
demonstrated by the steep rise of civil registration 
coverage rates soon after these services were entrusted 
to kebeles. This strong administrative foundation may be 
a sufficient precondition for successful implementation 
of digital data collection at kebeles in the future. 

The arguments used by INVEA for decentralization 
may provide a useful checklist for other countries 
when deciding whether the lowest levels of local 
administration are fit to assume responsibility for vital 
events registration. These arguments are summarized 
in FVERA’s Vital Events Registration and Vital Statistics 
System, Strategy and Costed Action Plan (July 2013 – 
June 2020) in the following points:

•	 “Kebele	offices	are	easily	accessible	to	all	their	
residents	and	within	walking	distance	even	of	the	
furthest	located	households;

•	 In	some	regions,	the	weekends	of	kebele	office	
workers	are	Fridays	and	Saturdays.	They	have	re-
arranged	their	weekends	so	that	they	serve	the	
community	better	by	opening	their	offices	on	
Sundays.	Residents	who	have	business	with	the	
kebele	office	can	conduct	their	business	on	this	day,	if	
they	choose	to.	

•	 Kebeles	are	run	by	an	executive	body	or	cabinet	
made	up	of	elected	officials	and	representatives	of	
line	ministries.	The	composition	of	elected	officials	
can	vary	somewhat	from	place	to	place.	The	elected	
officials	would	consist	of	all	or	some	of:	a	chair,	
deputy	chair,	Afe-Gubae	(spokesman),	and	a	member	
charged	with	justice	and	security	responsibilities.	The	
other	representatives	are	government	employees,	
usually	the	school	director	(or	a	school	director	if	there	
is	more	than	one	school	in	the	kebele);	one	of	the	
development	agents	of	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture	
(usually	there	would	be	four	agents);	and	one	of	the	
two	health	extension	workers	posted	in	the	kebele.	
The	composition	of	the	kebele	management	structure	
is	conducive	to	conducting	civil	registration;

•	 Each	and	every	kebele	office	has	a	salaried	manager.	
The	managers	have	a	minimum	of	high-school	
education,	and	most	are	diploma	holders.	The	
manager	could	serve	as	the	kebele	Civil	Status	Officer	
(registrar)	at	no	or	minimal	cost	to	the	vital	events	
registration	system.	The	registration	of	vital	events	
will	not	add	too	much	to	the	workload	of	the	manager,	
as	on	an	average	only	about	25	to	27	vital	events	per	

15 4th conference of ministers responsible for crvs (2017). report on civil registration system in Ethiopia: strength, challenges and opportunities
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month	are	expected	for	registration	in	a	kebele	(see	
Annex	5).	The	school	director	or	health	extension	
worker	could	serve	as	deputy	registrar	when	the	
kebele	manager	is	on	leave	or	cannot	perform	the	
duties;

•	 There	are	several	community-based	networks,	such	
as	edir,	mahiber	and	and-le-amist	everywhere	in	
Ethiopia.	Edirs	are	groups	of	households,	mostly	
neighbours,	that	support	each	other,	mostly	at	times	
of	death	in	a	family	and	during	the	ensuing	culturally	
accepted	bereavement	period.	Mahibers	and	equbs	
have	similar	objectives,	(though	the	Mahiber	more	or	
less	gets	together	once	a	month	or	so	while	the	equb	
has	an	economic	objective.)	These	are	social	capital	
which	would	be	assets	in	distributing	information	
when	kebeles	conduct	awareness	and	educational	
campaigns	on	registration	of	vital	events.	If	this	
networking	of	communities	is	harnessed	properly,	
they	can	serve	as	notifiers	of	occurrences	of	vital	
events,	thereby	contributing	to	increased	coverage	of	
registration;	and

•	 In	the	run	up	to	the	adoption	of	the	civil	registration	
legislation,	elected	executive	bodies,	as	well	as	
salaried	managers	of	the	kebeles,	demonstrated	
commitment	and	enthusiasm	to	undertaking	any	
additional	task	that	would	be	beneficial	to	their	
communities.”

vital life events registration business process 
By law, births should be registered within 90 days. 
Notifiers (informants) play supporting roles by informing 
the local registrar on the occurrence of births, deaths, 
marriages or divorces within the kebele boundary. 
Notifiers could be health extension workers, an and-
le-amist cell (a cell of five people from the same 
neighbourhood who informally look after each other’s 
interests), or other similar social networks. Proclamation 
No. 1049/2017 also provides new responsibilities for the 
health sector. Health institutions are now requested to 
notify out-of-facility births, in addition to the existing in-
facility birth notifications.

The kebele civil status officer registers the event and 
transmits three copies of each completed record to 
the wereda civil status office within 30 days following 
the date of registration (Article 45/1). If the wereda 
office finds errors or a problem with a record, it sends 
it back to the kebele civil status officer for corrections 
(Articles 49-53). The kebele civil status officer takes the 
appropriate corrective measure as specified in the 2012 
Law and completes the loop. If there are no problems 
with the record, the wereda civil status office transmits 
it to the appropriate regional organ within the period of 
time specified by the Regional VERA.

The business process for registering other vital life 
events follows the same procedure. Only the informants 
and notification requirements vary, based on the type of 
registered event. Registration certificates are produced 
by the kebele civil status officer or by the wereda civil 
status office in case where the kebele offices are 
technically not equipped to issue certificates. In either 
case, the certificates are issued immediately and the 

process, with some exceptions, does not require repeat 
visits to registration offices or visits to registration 
offices other than the kebele office. 

The registration process is entirely paper-based. It 
relies on the production of multiple copies of registered 
information and communicating it upward through the 
administrative hierarchy in order to ensure that regional 
VERA and INVEA offices receive the information about 
the completed registration records. These copies also 
include one additional copy that is forwarded upwards 
for the use of the Central Statistics Agency.

Kebele civil status officers have to transmit vital events 
records to regional and federal registration bodies, 
through wereda and/or zone offices, and then a copy 
is transmitted to the Central Statistics Agency for 
compilation of the data. Legislation requires that three 
detachable copies of the registration forms have to 
reach the regional VERAs within 30 days of the date 
of registration. The regional VERA keeps one copy and 
transmits the other two copies of the records to the 
federal body within another 30 days. The federal agency 
in turn sends one set of the registration forms to the 
Central Statistics Agency within 30 days. 

Vital events registration organs at federal, regional 
and kebele offices are required to keep the registers 
indefinitely, presumably until efficient digital archiving is 
in place.

registration of refugee population
Ethiopia has a long history of hosting refugees 
and maintains an open-door asylum policy, giving 
humanitarian access and protection to those seeking 
refuge. According to UNHCR, at the end of September 
2017, Ethiopia hosted a total of 883,546 refugees, 
making it the third largest refugee-hosting country in 
Africa. More than 99 per cent of them originate from 
four countries: South Sudan, Somalia, Eritrea and Sudan. 
Most are accommodated in 26 refugee camps with 
limited services and opportunities, and they depend 
largely on humanitarian assistance.16

The Agency for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA) is 
mandated to register vital events of refugees at refugee 
camps located within kebeles. In August 2017, with the 
new law (Proclamation No. 1049/2017) the obligation 
to register vital life events was extended to also cover 
refugees and other non-nationals within the territory of 
Ethiopia. 

Lack of intersection with civil identification 
Civil registration and civil identification are regulated 
by the same legislative act. These two functions are 
institutionally integrated following the establishment 
of the INVEA. INVEA assumed the civil registration 
functions of the former Federal VERA. Its national 
identity card issuance function is yet to become 
operational. The existing gap between implementation 
of the two functions could have practical implications. 
The authorities’ intention is to include a centrally issued 
and unique national ID number on every birth certificate 

16 http://www.unhcr.org/ethiopia.html
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one copy of vital events form 
transmitted

three copies of vital events form 
transmitted

birth informants 

Birth at home 

Father or mother of child, 
in their default guardian 
of child, in the default of 
guardian, by the person 

who has taken care of the 
child 

birth informants 

Birth at home 

Father or mother of child, 
in their default guardian 
of child, in the default of 
guardian, by the person 

who has taken care of the 
child 

birth informants 

Abandoned children

Police officer or any other 
government organ 

Also, any person aware of 
such condition

InVEA office

Wereda Vital Events Registration office 
Checks if all kebeles sent the forms as well as the contents of the forms. In case any problems 

with the forms have been identified sends the forms back to kebele for corrections

kebele
Civil Status office

Central Statistics Agency 

the Regional VERA office

two copies of vital events form 
transmitted

Forms with identified 
problems returned to 
kebele for corrections

Corrected forms 
transmitted back to wereda  

three copies of vital events 
form transmitted
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it issues. Therefore, INVEA faces the important issue of 
how to ensure that the national ID number to be issued 
at birth will ensure uniqueness and, related to this, that 
only one birth certificate will be issued to each individual.

According to World Bank analysis, assigning a national 
ID number at birth and including it in the birth certificate 
would provide a consistent lifetime identifier, and every 
Ethiopian and/or resident of Ethiopia could have a unique 
lifetime number. Including the national ID numbers 
of the parents in the birth documentation would also 
strengthen the intergenerational links in the ID system. 
If the parents’ numbers are deduplicated biometrically, 
the potential for multiple birth certificates being issued 
would be reduced. In any case, at the point that the 
child reached a certain age, their biometrics would be 
captured again, and any duplicates that had entered the 
birth registration system could be corrected. 

The government’s strategy places national ID 
information as a prerequisite for implementing most 
foreseen e-government services (185 references are 
made to it in the document). This is not unusual, as 
the public administration interacts with the population 
and therefore requires and processes identity 
information from citizens. The logic of government 
e-platforms suggest that all services should draw 
identity information from one source, applying the 
principle “one registration – multiple uses”. Therefore, 
it can be anticipated that electronic national ID will be 
implemented on a digital platform enabling other future 
e-government services to benefit from access to digital 
records of registered identity information. There is a 
common perception that the identity information should 
be obtained from national ID authorities. In the African 
context this does not mean that such a database would 
have information on the majority of the population. The 

Although it would appear that VERA’s intention was 
always to introduce a new civil registration system 
using electronic records and digital processes, rather 
than further delay the launch, VERA decided to move 
forward with the roll-out in August 2016, despite the 
fact that only manual, paper-based processes could be 
used. As a result, Ethiopia will face the same challenge 
as many other countries in shifting from paper to digital 

reality, however, is such that half the total population 
is under the cut-off age for enrolment in national ID 
schemes. For the minor population, the CRVS system 
remains the only source of information on their identity 
recognized by the state. Making efforts to obtain digital 
records of identity information of most of the population, 
therefore, requires combining both national ID and CRVS 
systems. 

Digitization of crvs processes 
Vital events registration processes rely on an 
administratively challenging process to communicate 
registered records to various levels within the CRVS 
system. In this context, use of a paper-based process 
engenders particular challenges with regard to:

•	 the	transfer	of	individual	level	records	to	the	regional	
VERA and ultimately INVEA, 

•	 VERA’s	record-keeping	systems,	including	the	record	
keeping system at lower levels, and

•	 the	issuance	of	standardized	certificates.	

Addressing and resolving these challenges will require 
a shift from manual, paper-based books maintained at 
kebele offices, to a record that would be transported or 
sent digitally to the woreda and upper-level databases. 

The information in the table below demonstrates how 
slow and inefficient data sharing is under the existing 
business process, despite the fact that at the same time 
it is a critical aspect of the process, and is expected to 
result in all relevant authorities being in possession of 
key vital life events. This is one of the aspects in which, 
for instance, digitization and digital sharing of data could 
provide a decisive and critical advantage.

records and processes. Dual paper-based registration 
and digitized data processing will coexist until national 
legislation recognizes the legality of digital registration 
without paper traces.

As the experience of many other countries embarking 
on digitization of CRVS systems shows, there are no 
off-the-shelf products that could be considered that are 

maximum number of days it could take for copies of vital event records to reach csa, excluding delayed registrations 

18  vital Events registration agency (2014). vital events registration and vital statistics system of Ethiopia: strategy and costed action Plan July 2013 – June 2020

Vital events

Time given 
for declarant 

to register 
occurrence of an 
event (Article 18)

RVERAs transmit 
records to 

INVEA
(Article 45/2)

Kebeles transmit 
records to 
RVERAs

(Article 45/1)

INVEA
transmit records 

to CSA
(Article 45/7)

Maximum 
number of days 
it takes to reach 

CSA

birth 90 days
(Article 18/2) 30 days30 days 30 days 180 days

Death, marriage 
and divorce

30 days
(Article 18/1) 30 days30 days 30 days 120 days
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currently fit-for-purpose. Most of the experiences of 
moving from paper to digital have entailed customized 
solutions where a firm with experience in information 
management was contracted to build a bespoke system 
that allows for manual processes to become automated. 
However, it is now proving problematic to sustain many 
such customized systems, due to limited functionality, 
lack of local capacity to resolve basic issues, and 
high support/licensing costs. Open source software 
platforms, such as OpenCRVS, are emerging as another 
potential viable option. 

The first step in such a transition requires the clear 
documentation of existing paper-based business 
processes to establish the requirements for designing 
and developing a digital information management 
platform.

There is relatively little indication that the INVEA will 
soon embark on digitization of CRVS processes. 
According to an assessment by the Ministry of 
Communication and Information Technology, only Addis 
Ababa City VERA has implemented a certain level of 
digitization, using ICT to produce birth, marriage, divorce 
and death certificates. VERA-developed software is 
being used to generate certificates, but these are not 
stored in a central database. The system relies on 127 
workstations, and each station can only operate with 
locally stored data. There is no central server for data 
processing, and according to the Ministry assessment 
support and maintenance take a long time. 

Under the leadership of the Ministry of Communication 
and Information Technology, a government ICT strategy 
has been developed, demonstrating a strategic 
determination to digitize and make available – on a 
single platform – most public services including through 
the enabling of ex-officio data sharing among public 
government actors. 

Some of the elements of the strategy have been 
implemented gradually with a view to extending ICT 
services further inland, but overall limited progress has 
been achieved. 

WoredaNet is a government-wide area network 
connecting most of the woreda, regional and federal 
government offices across the country. WoredaNet 
is a terrestrial and satellite-based network, designed 
with the primary objective of providing ICT services 
(such as videoconferencing, directory, messaging and 
Voice Over IP) and internet connectivity to federal, 
regional and woreda government entities. Almost all 
federal ministries and agencies, many regional and local 
government offices and more than 800 woredas have 
already been linked with terrestrial (VPN) and VSAT 
connectivity.

The Ministry of Communication and Information 
Technologies is working to upgrade and expand the 
current WoredaNet in order to connect all relevant 
entities requiring access to government services and 
ensure that the speeds and technologies used in 
WoredaNet are sufficient for current and future purposes 
(such as centralization of further services to be ‘shared’ 
from the central government data centre).

Under the strategy published in 2016, the Ministry for 
Commination and Information Technologies is working 
towards expanding the number of community ICT 
centres. As part of its ICT for Community Development 
programme, as of 2016 the Ministry has established 
253 Community ICT Centres and about 1,000 Rural 
ICT Centres. The programme envisages that the 
establishment of rural ICT Centres (one in each kebele) 
within the next five years: this would greatly facilitate 
digitization of core CRVS business processes in kebeles.

The improvement in ICT infrastructure in the field that 
comes as a result of the expansion of WoredaNet is 
important for creating an enabling environment in which 
digitization of CRVS services becomes possible at 
the woreda administrative level. Further expansion at 
kebele level would enable digitization of registration at 
that level. In such circumstances, VERA would be in a 
position to benefit and make use of an entire ICT and 
management infrastructure that it would otherwise have 
to put in place and cater for technically and financially 
itself.

Another outcome of implementation of the strategy 
– the establishment of a national data centre – will 
affect the eventual design of a future digitized CRVS 
system. The Ethiopian National Data Centre, under the 
management of the Ministry of Communication and 
Information Technology, aims to provide reliable ICT 
infrastructure and storage facilities to all government 
ministries and departments by hosting the required 
hardware, software and applications in a centralized, 
secure environment, connecting the National Data 
Centre and regional data centres through fibreoptics. It 
is believed that the Ethiopian National Data Centre will 
consolidate services, applications and infrastructure to 
provide efficient electronic delivery of Government-to-
Government, Government-to-Citizen and Government-
to-Business services. The Ethiopian National Data 
Centre infrastructure is intended to provide adequate 
space to house ICT assets from various departments 
and government agencies within the country, in 
an environment that meets the need for reliability, 
availability, scalability, security and serviceability. 
The applications and functionalities envisaged at 
the Ethiopian National Data Centre include a secure 
central data repository of Ethiopian e-government, 
core application servers, a service delivery gateway, 
a citizen information/services portal, a government 
intranet portal, and a remote management and service 
integration facility. Major services provided by the 
National Data Centre include facility provisioning and 
management of:

•	 Government-wide	network	connectivity	(WoredaNet)

•	 The	Government’s	mail	management	system

•	 Video	conferencing	facilities

•	 Domain	name	registration	for	gov.et

•	 A	web	hosting	service

For future digitization of CRVS services, the data centre 
would help to determine a number of the standards 
on which the digital platform should be built and, in 
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implementation, would lower technical and human 
resources costs from the main server side as these 
would be outsourced and provided as a service by 
the data centre. Any design of hardware and software 
platforms to support the digitization of the CRVS system 
would need to factor in all specifications dictated by the 
Ministry of Communication and Information Technology. 

addressing low demand for civil registration
Traditionally, kebele administrations maintained a 
great deal of administrative diligence by taking care of 
collecting and documenting all relevant information on 
members of kebele community. This means that even 
before the formal legal requirement for registration of 
vital life events was introduced, kebele administrations 
had diligently recorded and kept this information. In 
addition, kebele authorities have been very successful 
at issuing kebele identification cards for community 
members, which at the moment serve as local ID 
cards. These cards are nevertheless highly insecure 
documents, issued under a procedure that does not 
provide sufficient safeguards against fraud. With 
such demonstrated administrative capacity and local 
systems already in place, it is not surprising that kebele 
authorities have quickly achieve progress to increase 
rates of registration of vital life events, especially when 
it comes to registration of birth (28 per cent of births of 
children below one year registered, up from 3 per cent 
in 2016.

Nevertheless, if the demand for birth registration were 
higher, the kebele authorities would not have problems 
completing registration. However, the inability to achieve 

birth registration rates above the current 28 per cent 
rate is a consequence of the lack of demand for birth 
registration: it appears that many parents see few 
incentives to register birth and low value in obtaining 
birth certificates. 

In the absence of any civil registration framework in 
the past, other documentary evidence has become 
acceptable proof of age and identity. When a child 
is born, a form is filled in (in addition to adding the 
child to the family folder in the kebele administration 
records) that tracks immunizations as they take place. 
On completion of immunizations, typically after nine 
months, a certificate is filled in, stamped by the kebele 
and signed by the health worker. The certificate contains 
the mother’s name and date of birth, and a number 
assigned to the newborn consisting of the sub-kebele 
and house numbers and the child’s own number (in 
sequential order of birth). Traditionally, this document 
has been seen as an important document, and it was 
required for school registration and other matters 
requiring proof of the child’s age. Additionally, it also 
serves the function of ensuring that children attending 
school have been fully vaccinated.

Many parents seem to find that obtaining this 
document can be a sufficient documentary evidence to 
accompany their child when interacting with the public 
administration. Birth certificates are yet to prove their 
value to all parents, and the authorities will have to 
explain the added value of possessing birth certificates, 
compared to the existing documents issued in a child’s 
name by the kebele authorities. 
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MozAMBIque
institutional setup 
Thanks to strong government commitment, along 
with support from UNICEF and other international 
organizations, the CRVS system in Mozambique has 
undergone major reforms over the past several years. 
These reforms have transformed birth and death 
registration business processes, resulting in major 
innovations in how registration data are collected and 
processed. As a result, newly introduced processes 
facilitate registration both in terms of reporting vital 
life events taking place and of obtaining registration 
certificates.

To date, almost half of children under the age of five 
are registered. This is the case for children registered in 
both urban and rural areas. Nevertheless, the births of 
more than 55 per cent of children under 5 years of age 
in Mozambique (DHS 2015)19 were not registered, and 
only 12.1 per cent of deaths were registered in 2013.

Under the Civil Registration Code, registration of vital life 
events is the responsibility of the National Directorate 
for Registry and Notaries (Direccao Nacional de Registos 
e Notariado DNRN), which operates under the Ministry 
of Justice, Constitutional and Religious Affairs.

In 2012, a Memorandum of Understanding signed by 
the ministries of justice and health, the National Institute 
of Statistics and the University Eduardo Mondlane 
created an Inter-Ministerial Working Group (GITEV) for 
the improvement of civil registration and vital statistics. 
The composition of the GITEV was adjusted in 2017 to 
comprise six ministries, including the ministries of home 
affairs, state administration, science and technology, and 
foreign affairs. GITEV members’ development partners – 
such as UNICEF, Jembi-Moasis, WHO and others – can 
be invited to join the activities of GITEV. The creation 
of GITEV with the inclusion of all key ministries and 
departments involved in CRVS led to regular meetings 
to coordinate joint decisions and actions concerning 
CRVS.

The Government’s overarching goal is to develop CRVS 
systems that enable registered vital life events to either 
form part of a potential future population register or 
to be interconnected with the national ID Database. 
The system should also contribute to improved 
understanding of vital events, through statistical 
analysis of the registered data by the National Bureau 
of Statistics. In such a system, all other legal identity 
documents, such as ID cards, passports and voter ID, 
would rely on identity information stored in the civil 
register. The civil register should also be designed to 
enable generation of real-time data that can be used for 
health as well as financial information (i.e. taxation) that 
is easily accessible to enable informed decision-making 
on policy matters.

To bring the outdated CRVS paper-based registration 
– which was no longer conducive to increasing 
registration coverage – up to speed, the Government 
of Mozambique was one of the first Lusophone 
countries in Africa to conduct, in 2015, a comprehensive 

assessment of its civil registration and vital statistics 
system using the tool developed by the Africa 
Programme on Accelerated Improvement of Civil 
Registration and Vital Statistics (APAI-CRVS). Key 
bottlenecks and findings from the assessments led 
to development of a costed operational plan for CRVS 
2015-201920 in which all core areas for a CRVS system 
are mapped out and agreement made on the needs 
and allocation of technical assistance seconded to 
government. Important recommendations of the CRVS 
assessment included;

•	 digitize	the	CRVS	system,

•	 increase	interoperability	with	other	line	ministries,	and

•	 Strengthening	legislation	and	raising	awareness	

A major breakthrough was achieved with the approval 
of the new Civil Registration Code on 24 May 2018, 
which introduced major changes and innovations to 
the civil registration system. These include attribution 
of a National Unique Identification number at births, 
the abolishing of geographic barriers to registration of 
events and the printing of registration certificates, and 
finally the possibility of partnering community actors, 
including health providers and community leaders, for 
notification of vital events.

With UNICEF support, the Government designed the 
Electronic Civil Registration and Vital Statistics System 
(e-CRVS), This is an information management system 
that uses USSD, SMS and a web-based interface to 
streamline, simplify and decentralize vital registration 
services in Mozambique. The system enables digital 
processing and storage of registered information, with 
in-built opportunities for interoperability as part of the 
Government’s e-Governance system. UNICEF mobilized 
more than US$15 million from the Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), Canada and 
local telecommunication companies, and also actively 
mobilized World Bank support through the Global 
Financing Facility for CRVS in the country.

Birth registration process 
Registration of births and deaths was traditionally a 
paper-based process. Registration could be completed 
in one of 11 Mozambique provinces, including the capital 
Maputo, at designated registration centres. Registration 
books were kept in provincial offices, and anyone who 
needed a registration certificate could get one at the 
provincial office where the original registration record 
was kept. For large proportions of the population, 
registration was a cumbersome and costly process.

Following recent reforms, and in line with 
recommendations by APAI-CRVS, digitization of birth 
and death registration brought significant changes to 
how registration is conducted in the field and how 
registration records are created, processed and shared 
with other public administration actors. Digitization 
takes advantage of the existing governmental fibreoptic 
network (also known as Govnet) and data transfer 

19 https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/ais12/ais12.pdf
20 the new strategic operational plan is currently under development with unicEF support.
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availability in remote areas is provided by mobile 
operators’ GSM networks. 

Under the newly designed birth/death registration 
business processes, information on occurrence of 
birth/death can be reported either at a ‘postos’ (an 
administrative unit subordinate to the conservatory) 
registration point, or at the nearest conservatory 
registration offices. A registration informant can be an 
outposted registration official or another community 
actor (health, local administration etc.) duly authorized by 
the civil registration authorities.

If the event is reported at a “postos” registration point, 
the registration official completes the registration using 
relevant identity and vital-statistics data. In the case 
of birth registration, presentation of relevant official 
documents is requested, such as child health cards and 
parental ID documents, to verify the information entered 
in the registration form. 

Following completion of the registration form, the 
registration official compiles the registration data and 
sends it as a USSD message by mobile phone to the 
DNRN database at the DNRN headquarters in Maputo. 
Instant transfer of registration data enables the DNRN 
authorities to monitor birth registration on a real-time 
basis and verify the registration record. 

On receipt of the USSD message (notification), the 
DNRN system generates a unique identification 
number (NUIC) and, within minutes of receiving the 
incoming message, sends a USSD message back to 
the registration official with the NUIC of the newly 
registered child. This number is entered onto the 
registration form and also communicated to the parents 
/ informants who, from that point onwards, can use the 
number to request information related to the child. 

Completed registration forms are transported every 
week to the designated conservatory office at district 
level, where they are being permanently stored. 

More importantly, on receipt at the conservatory, the 
data from the incoming registration form is manually 
entered into the DNRN database using computer 
workstations running eCRVS web application. Only 
conservatory registration employees with correct 
access credentials can access the platform, using a web 
browser to complete the data entry. An offline system 
has been devised at conservatory level, which enables 
registrations to be made when there is no connectivity, 
synchronizing the data when a connection becomes 
available. On entering the data into the DNRN database, 
the process of birth/death notification is completed 

In practical terms the information communicated by 
USSD is sufficient to initiate a record in the DNRN 
database. However, paper forms are still used as 
documentary evidence, a legally valid and traceable act 
serving as proof of completion of the legal registration 
procedure. Another argument in favour of relying on 
registration forms comes from the fact that mistakes 
can occur in compiling the data for transition via 
USSD, and these can be mitigated by providing for 
double data entry by two different channels. Where 
there are discrepancies, the information on the paper 
registration form will prevail. This methodology has been 
successfully implemented in the United Republic of 
Tanzania. 

Apart from “postos” registration points, birth and 
death registration can be completed directly at the 
conservatory registration office. In such cases, the 
registration forms are completed, and the data entered 
immediately, using the eCRVS web application. The 
NUIC is communicated back by the eCRVS system and 
provided to the parents/informants on the spot. Direct 
communication with the DNRN database makes the use 
of USSD notifications obsolete, and they are therefore 
not used at conservatory registration offices.
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As the final step for a registration record to become 
official, the conservator (registrar) needs to verify the 
notification data in the DNRN database. For registrations 
completed at postos level, the conservator compares 
the registration form data stored in the DNRN database 
against registration data received via USSD message 
(also stored in DNRN database). If all the data match, 
the conservator adds a validation checkmark next to 
the record, thus enabling previously unavailable option 
of printing the birth/death registration certificate. After 
the process is complete, any conservatory can print any 
certificate (with the enabled printing option) on request 
by a beneficiary.

This phase emphasizes the strengthened role of the 
conservator, who is recognized as the final authority 
verifying the legality of the registration and due legal 
process. At the same time in practice this can become 
a bottleneck in the whole process. Theoretically if the 
conservator is next the computer when the registration 
form data are being entered in the DNRN database, 
verification can be completed on the spot. If the 

beneficiary is also present, within minutes a registration 
certificate can be obtained. On the other hand, if for 
whatever reason the conservator is not available for a 
period of time, verification of the registration record can 
take time. 

The verification point may be revised during revision 
of the registration business process. For instance, if 
eCRVS software can verify that data transferred from 
the paper form match the data received via USSD, 
the added value of the visual verification of electronic 
record by the conservator is questionable. In such a 
situation automatized verification could be deemed 
appropriate. If the registration is completed at the 
conservatory registration office, additional verification by 
the conservatory looking into paper forms and electronic 
records may be deemed useful, as there is no USSD 
record to verify against. But even in such cases, double 
data entry by two different terminal operators verified 
by the eCRVS system as matching records could be 
deemed verified. 

Registration data 
formatted as an 
USSD message and 
uploaded via mobile 
network to DNRN

Completed registered 
forms transported to 
nearest conservatory 
DNRN

Informant reports 
the vital life event 
either at postos or 
conservatory office

 Data from 
registration forms 
entered into 
DNRN database 
using eCRVS web 
application

conservatory 
(District) 
Conservator verifies 
the registration 
record and where 
applicable compares 
the USSD record with 
a registration form 
record and authorises 
the creation of an official 
record in birth/death 
DNRN register

conservatory 
(District) 
Conservatory 
employees 
complete the 
registration form 
(only for the 
events reported at 
conservatory)

Postos (Village) 
Village registrar 
completes 
registration forms 

Birth/death taking place in 
community or at health facilities

MoJ -National Directorate for 
Registry and Notaries (DNRN) 
Headquarters

Records verified by the 
conservator entered into 
birth/death register

Registration data received via 
USSD awaiting verification by 
conservator (registrar)

Registration data transferred 
from registration forms 
awaiting verification by 
conservator (registrar)

1

1

1

1

2

4

3

3

Birth/death registration business process 
1- Birth/death notification
2- Registration forms data entry
3- Verification of entered data 
4- Berth/death record created  
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Possibly one of the most important facilitation measures 
could be the introduction of facilitated delivery of 
printed registration certificates. If postos officials 
deliver completed registration forms on a weekly 
basis, these same officials on the way back could take 
printed registration certificates for previously submitted 
registration forms with them. This is a common practice 
in some other countries in the region, and aids an 
additional level of facilitation, as parents would not 
need to travel to district offices to obtain registration 
certificates. 

From this point onwards, changes in verified records are 
only possible by following due legal procedure. Before 
formally enabling certificate printing, the conservator 
also needs to formally verify data entry from registration 
forms completed at the conservatory. If there are 
discrepancies the conservator initiates due follow up to 
establish the correct information.

During birth registration, at either postos registration 
points or conservatory registration offices, informants/
parents are generally asked to leave their mobile 
telephone numbers: these are also stored in the eCRVS 
system. After the registration record is verified and 
validated, the eCRVS system is programmed to send 
an SMS to the parents/informants communicating that 
birth/death certificate is available for collection. Following 
receipt of the SMS, the certificate can be collected at 
the earliest convenience or at any point in the future 
in any conservatory in the country or at the DNRN 
headquarters. 

Apart from bringing registration up to speed with 
contemporary data processing technologies, the process 
of digitization resulted in a range of innovative facilitation 
measures which mitigate many of the obstacles to 
achieving universal registration coverage. These can be 
summarized as follows:|

•	 For	informants	who	approach	postos/conservatory	
registration offices the registration process ends 
with the presentation of the information needed to 
complete the vital life event record. At that point the 
event is registered, and the beneficiary can obtain the 
certificate when needed. 

•	 Immediately	after	presenting	the	registration	data,	
informants promptly receive a NUIC for their newly 
registered child which serves as a guarantee that their 
child’s identity has been entered into the birth register 
and has officially been recognized by the state. From 
that point onwards, they can use this number to look 
up the identity of their child in a range of government 
databases: a service that is likely to increase 
dramatically as the Government continues to develop 
interoperable ICT platforms. 

•	 On	receiving	SMS	notification	of	completed	
registration, the informants can obtain a birth 
certificate any time they want. Another major 
innovation for parents is the new opportunity to 
collect birth certificates at any district office in the 
country, just by presenting their NUIC. 

•	 For	the	first	time	since	the	inception	of	birth	
registration, the DNRN is able to receive all the birth 
registration records from across the country, including 
aggregate data. The DNRN thus becomes the true 
custodian of a national birth register, providing all 
district registration offices with online access to the 
database, and enabling them to print birth certificates 
for all registered events regardless of their original 
place of registration. There is a caveat to this though. 
This capacity is only possible for records that are 
collected and processed by the eCRVS system, and 
currently this only covers a fraction of all events 
registered from the inception of birth/death registers. 
The DNRN, in cooperation with international partners, 
is currently considering embarking on the project of 
digitization of historic paper-based records to increase 
the availability of vital events records in digital format. 

•	 The	introduction	of	birth	notification	with	USSD	
technology increases the number of geographic 
locations where the birth registration process – 
including the notification of the birth of a child without 
a name, or with incomplete information – can be 
initiated. This would enable parents to complete the 
information at a later stage (within the 120-day free 
period) without paying an extra fee.

unique identification number
Adoption of the Law on the Unique Identification 
Number (NUIC) provided the legal basis for assignment 
of a number/code that is unique to each individual in 
the country. Implementation of the NUIC, which is 
currently underway, is not only critical for digitization of 
the civil registration system, but is also a key enabler of 
interoperability of personal data among all government 
actors that interact with citizens and require their 
personal data. 

Following the registration of a birth, any subsequent 
request to update personal information, register another 
vital life event or to look up personal data on government or 
commercial ICT platforms can be facilitated by presentation 
of an NUIC. The number follows the person from birth to 
death and enables an additional level of verification with 
every subsequent update to the civil register. 

In scenarios without a NUIC, a number of issues can 
potentially arise. Although several types of identity 
data (e.g., first name, family name, mother’s or father’s 
name, date of birth) can be used to look up all registered 
events involving the same person for the purpose of 
linking data within large-scale databases, this approach 
is not always practical. Furthermore, there is also a risk 
that some personal information may be mistyped during 
registration, making it impossible to look up other events 
involving the same person. Finally, there is a possibility 
that, in some cases, different people may have identical 
personal information, which could result in a mistaken 
match. However, the NUIC mitigates these obstacles, as 
it allows for a specific person to be searched for in the 
database, as well as all the vital life events associated 
with that person. It equally prevents multiple entries 
of the same vital life events and creation of fabricated 
identities. 
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revised civil registration 
forms 
Prior to digitization of the CRVS 
system, the registration business 
process involved completion 
of three different forms: one 
that remained with the civil 
registration authority, a second 
forwarded to the statistics 
authorities and a third forwarded 
to health authorities. As part 
of the reforms, the birth and 
death registration forms were 
redesigned to combine all the 
data fields from the three legacy 
forms into one unified form. 

mobile birth notification 
Mobile birth notification is a critical 
component of the newly introduced 
digitized eCRVS system. It fulfils 
several purposes. First, it enables 
registration authorities to monitor in 
real time all requests for registration 
made outside conservatory offices. 
Second, it initiates an entry in the 
system that ensures that the new 
identity has been created and 
provides the parents and postos 
registration official with a unique 
identification number NUIC for the 
registered child. Finally, it alerts 
the registration authorities that the 
respective registration form is due 
for data entry at the conservatory 
and provides additional assurance 
of data entry accuracy as part of the 
registration data verification process. 

Citizens can also use their mobile phones and USSD 
messaging to query whether the registration certificate 
is ready for collection.

In an example of good public private partnership 
practice, mobile telecom companies Mcel, Vodacom 
and Movitel committed to supporting the establishment 
of electronic civil registration in the country by enabling 
USSD messaging for CRVS purposes over their mobile 
networks at a reduced price for the Government 
including by sponsoring free-of-charge SMS notifications 
for parents about the availability of birth certificates for 
collection. Mcel authorities confirmed their commitment 
to continue providing these services. The commitment 
is linked with the fact that the Government is one of the 
major shareholders and, in this context, it mirrors the 
Government’s political commitment to improving CRVS 
services. 

ecrvs system
The process of developing an eCRVS system in 
Mozambique took several years and involved multiple 
stakeholders under government leadership. The 
development of an eCRVS system is an important 
element of broader reform of civil registration system, 

newly redesigned birth registration form combing all data from legacy birth registration forms 

newly redesigned birth registration form combing all data from legacy birth registration forms 

based on the preliminary findings of the APAI CRVS 
assessment and including legislative reform, institutional 
assessments, capacity building, awareness raising and 
support for increasing the operational resources of the 
CRVS system. 

The core component is the eCRVS application, built on 
the Microsoft .Net platform and running on a server 
at the DNRN headquarters. The application consists 
of a front-end web application designed to run within 
a web browser installed on any computer connected 
to the internet. A back-end component is executed on 
the server at DNRN headquarters, and it is designed 
to manage the mySQL-based vital events database, to 
process incoming registration data from conservatories 
and incoming USSD registration data from postos, and 
to manage access to various data sets based on the 
access credentials provided, whether the access is 
requested at DNRN headquarters or from computers 
running the eCRVS web application. Back-end application 
is also programmed to provide a range of data reports 
for the authorized officials as well as a range of real-time 
statistical reports, either for system managers or for the 
general public, who can access this information through 
the eCRVS website (https://civil.registos.gov.mz/).
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The eCRVS software platform was developed by national 
ICT experts under the general guidance of the National 
Institute of Information Technology and with UNICEF 
support. The DNRN Management is confident that all 
the aspects of the system can be fully sustained, further 
scaled up and improved in the future, relying on available 
expertise within the agency. This level of confidence 
indicates that UNICEF leadership is less likely to be 
required in the future, and that full national ownership 
is within reach. Nevertheless, the DNRN management 
is aware that sustainability and ownership can only be 
achieved as long as the Government is committed to 
providing financial support. In each of the provinces, 

To address these challenges, the DNRN management 
is exploring possibilities of working with the National 
Institute of e-Governance and of entering into public-
private partnerships with national ICT companies that 
could in the future provide support or take over the 
responsibility for some of the system components. To 
this end, management cites the critical importance of 
avoiding proprietary software, properly documenting all 
software components developed by contracted private 
entities, and ensuring that capacity to support is not 
limited to a single vendor or organization. The DNRN 
has in the past experienced problems with procured 
but undocumented software that, in absence of the 
provider, could no longer be properly maintained or 
upgraded with new features and subsequently became 
a ‘legacy investment’. Such risks are recognized to be 
higher in the case of foreign-based providers, and this 
overall approach should be seen as best practice for all 
countries. As a result of previous experience, DNRN has 
also undertaken a system audit of the eCRVS to address 
any risks that may arise. 

the DNRN is setting up support centres responsible 
for conservatory and postos registration points and 
storing registration materials and spare ICT equipment. 
However, these centres, as well as the DNRN 
headquarters, are understaffed due to lack of funds. The 
DNRN is also in the process of setting up a call centre to 
cater for questions from the population. 

Nevertheless, due to the lack of competitive salaries, 
there is a trend of critical DNRN ICT experts switching to 
the private sector. 

All the software developed by the DNRN has been 
developed in line with standards stipulated by the 
National Institute of Information and Communication 
Technologies (INTIC), and prior to being put into 
operation all software components are reviewed and 
approved by the INTIC.

The eCRVS system is currently in place at 74 
conservatory registration centres (out of 152) and a total 
of 190 postos (out of 365 countrywide). 

civil register: one of the six pillars of 
e-government platform 
Mozambique is one of the first African countries to have 
identified and subsequently worked to operationalize 
ICT as a cross-cutting issue and a key development 
tool for CRVS. From the onset of the inter-ministerial 
discussions within the GITEV, work to develop a 
national civil register was seen as part of broader plans 
to develop eGovernment systems through which all 

the Dnrn crvs web page: Gateway to ecrvs web-application and registration statistics 
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the eGiF4m service delivery architecture

GITEV governmental stakeholders could benefit from 
accessing personal data stored in the civil register. 
Statistical authorities foresee the civil register as the 
main source of data for processing vital statistics and 
other demographic statistics. For the Ministry of Interior, 
the civil register is expected to become the principal 
instrument for verifying identity information for people 
applying for identification documents. Equally, data on 
deceased persons will help determine which issued 
identity documents should be declared invalid after the 
document holder’s death. Various other government 
actors that provide services to citizens also anticipate 
significant benefits from being able to access up-to-date 
legally valid identity information about their clients. 

For these and other reasons, the Government has 
recognized the national civil registry as one of the six 
pillars of eGovernment. The eGovernment Strategy 
was approved in July 2006. However, its origins were 
initiated with development of a national ICT policy, 
established by ICT Policy Commission in 1998. The 
work of the Commission resulted in the release of the 
national ICT Policy in November 2000 and, subsequently, 
the release of the ICT Policy Implementation Strategy, 
which was approved by the Council of Ministers in June 
2002.

The eGovernment strategy consists of six flagship 
projects, supporting the rapid collection and adoption of 
best practices and the establishment of key instruments 
and shared infrastructures and services for government-
wide ICT-enhanced service delivery. The flagship projects 
included: (i) establishing a common communication 
platform and interoperability framework; (ii) providing 
a secure environment for public financial transactions; 
(iii) integrating land and property registration data into 
one unified platform; (iv) establishing a nationwide 
integrated civil registry; (v) providing new improved 
tools and integrated data for business entities 
registration; and (vi) building an integrated framework for 
supporting collaboration between government bodies at 
decentralized level. 

The DNRN electronic civil register, from its inception, 
was developed in line with the strategy and follows the 
standards promulgated within the strategy, requiring 
any future platform upgrades to be reviewed by the 
INTIC. The DNRN management also emphasizes the 
importance of the eCRVS platform’s compliance with 
the eGovernment Interoperability Framework for 
Mozambique (eGIF4M), to fulfil the eCRVS system’s 
critical role for eGovernment. 

The eGIF4M service delivery architecture distinguishes: 

•	 “Users	(1),	who	are	the	actual	service	recipients	who	
can be individuals, representatives of private sector 
bodies, such as SMEs, state agents, and so on. 

•	 Channels	(2)	that	deliver	the	services,	e.g.,	one-stop-
shop, telephone, internet. 

•	 Services	(4,5)	that	are	offered	by	eGovernment,	
such as legal entity services and civil identification 
services. It should be noted that access to the 
services offered either via government portals or 
application interfaces may require authentication and 
authorization procedures. 

•	 The	Government	service	bus	(6)	is	the	core	of	
the interoperability. This comprises two main 
components: the common information platform 
(providing interoperability of data, services, and 
processes), and the common communication platform 
(providing the network and infrastructure).

•	 Existing	systems	(8)	by	sectors	are	existing	
information systems (which can be SOA-complied 
or legacy) by sectors. Some examples include the 
Enterprise Licensing and Cadastre Information 
System, the State Financial Information System, 
the eLand Registry and the Land Management 
Information System. Access to these systems is 
through secured transactions.”21

21 eGovernment interoperability Framework for mozambique; https://bit.ly/3d4xvxt
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One of the government bus services – the Common 
Communication Platform (GovNet) – is already widely 
available. The GovNET computer network already 
provides, in addition to the central government level, 
313 access points at provincial level and access points 
in 130 districts (out of 152). eCRVS already benefits 
from GovNET, as it enables conservatory registration 

authorities to be in permanent online connection with 
DRNR headquarters. 

In addition, the eGIF4M promotes a range of standards 
for use in government ICT platforms and to support the 
development of interoperable government systems. 

The eGIF4M also demonstrates the Government’s 
strategic decision to rely on open software platforms. 
The Framework provides detailed justification of the 
advantages of open source platforms, which also opens 
up space for implementation of open-source solutions 
as part of the eCRVS system. 

The Framework also strongly favours the adoption 
of open source and open standards software. As 
justification for this strategic decision, the Frameworks 
cites:

 “Availability and adoption costs.	Installing	a	copy	of	
a	free	software	is,	by	definition	...	free.	The	switch	to	
free	software,	however,	might	have	“hidden”	costs,	
such	as,	for	instance,	training,	support,	and	migration	
of	the	existing	data.	Thus,	even	though	the	TCO	(Total	
Cost	of	Ownership),	rather	than	the	cost	of	a	new	
license,	is	a	more	accurate	measure	of	the	costs	
associated	to	adopting	a	software	system,	there	are	
various	applications	and	various	scenarios	in	which	
the	adoption	of	free	software	might	be	convenient	
(e.g.,	when	the	costs	of	training	is	not	significant	or	
is	equivalent	to	that	of	the	competing	commercial	
application).	

overview of eGiF4m standards

	 Local development.	The	adoption	of	open	software	
eliminates	some	“monopolistic”	barriers	and	allows	
small	and	medium	enterprises	to	compete	with	larger	
companies	to	develop,	deploy,	and	support	solutions	
for	the	Government.	

	 Neutrality.	With	the	adoption	of	open	source	
software,	the	Government	does	not	depend	upon	
a	specific	vendor	or	provider	for	the	delivery	of	its	
services.”22

Jembi Health Systems and the Eduardo Mondlane 
University are supporting the Ministry of Justice and 
DNRN, along with carious GITEV partners, to start 
work on the interoperability of the eCRVS with other 
Government systems. 

registration of death
In addition to streamlining death registration by 
introducing a single form for death registration and 
digitizing death registration through the eCRVS 
platform, UNICEF and WHO have actively supported 
advancements in the accuracy of capturing cause of 
death information. WHO and the Ministry of Health 
have worked closely with the DNRN to support the 

22 eGovernment interoperability Framework for mozambique; https://bit.ly/3d4xvxt
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development and functioning of 
the eCRVS’ death registration 
module. This approach ensures 
national ownership and supports 
national-scale projects; leverages 
national resources for development; 
and enables collaboration with 
international organizations. 

registration bottlenecks 
Transformation of the civil 
registration system in Mozambique 
largely brings the system into 
line with advanced contemporary 
registration systems. However, 
this does yet mean that all hurdles 
to achieving universal registration 
have been overcome. Birth and 
death registration coverage 
have increased but are still 
nowhere near the ultimate goal of 
achieving universal coverage. Birth 
registration coverage is approximately 55 per cent for 
under 5 year olds. Digital birth and death registration 
databases provide a foundation for development of 
the eGovernment platform, but nevertheless most 
civil registration records are still only available in paper 
copy. Also, stronger political commitment is needed 
from the Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Interior 
to work towards interconnecting the civil register and 
the civil identification register, as well as to digitize 
historical records. Finally, the DNRN requires additional 
resources to expand the eCRVS system in the remaining 
uncovered conservatories and postos, including by 
catering for the training of registration officials in these 
areas. 

Until a business model is in place for eCRVS that would 
allow for full or partial system sustainability, support 
from UNICEF and other actors is important to ensure 
complete nation-wide rollout of the system. Good 
examples of such support are the commitment of the 
Italian Cooperation, a development agency that plans to 
support the digitization of birth and death paper records 
kept in Maputo (which according to some estimates 
make up most records in the country). In addition, 
the agency will finance and help organize training for 
registration officials in several provinces. 

The importance of ensuring political commitment for 
better integration of the Ministry of Health into the 
CRVS system cannot be overstated. In practical terms, 
birth registration would benefit the most from health 
facilities being used as registration points. Of all births 
in the country, 75 per cent take place in health facilities. 
What is more, approximately 80 per cent of all children 
attend a health facility for immunization. Such high 
figures suggest that moving registration points to health 
facilities has the potential to dramatically increase birth 
registration rates, the rate of which is currently stable at 
approximately 50 per cent. 

Birth and death registration records kept at Dnrn headquarters 

Way forward in advancing crvs agenda 
In broad terms, polices to strengthen the CRVS system 
should focus on four particular areas: 

1. Increasing the perceived value of and incentives 
for civil registration among the general population 
to generate demand. 

 The lack of demand for civil registration has been 
recognized as an important factor that contributes 
to lower-than-anticipated registration coverage 
rates. For beneficiaries, registration can be seen 
as a costly exercise, and the costs and efforts 
that need to be invested to complete registration 
outweigh the anticipated benefits. Until the perceived 
value increases relative to costs, the situation is 
likely to persist. Digitization and decentralization 
of registration services down to postos level has 
certainly contributed to the decreasing perceived 
cost of the process. However, further efforts are 
needed to increase the value and perception of value 
of civil registration for the population, so that it is 
seen to be worth making an effort. The experience 
of many states in the region shows that enrolment 
in national ID schemes resulted in almost universal 
coverage, and at the same time cleared the backlog 
of unregistered births, while enrolment in the civil 
register has not been met with similar success. The 
main reason for this discrepancy is the perceived 
high value of possessing an ID card for interaction 
with the state and commercial entities, while this 
is not the case for civil registration. To mitigate this 
disbalance in perception, the state needs not only to 
make registration of vital life events free of charge 
but also think of expanding the scope of services that 
could be provided free of charge or under preferential 
conditions subject to presentation of a vital life events 
certificate. 
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 Similar results could be achieved by reaching a 
strategic agreement with the Ministry of Health to 
appoint health facilities as registration points, as is the 
case for postos. Almost 75 per cent of all births would 
thus be notified and registered, while the certificates 
could be provided later if the beneficiaries find it 
convenient. 

2. Advocacy for the importance of personal data 
kept in the DnRn database for successful 
implementation of future e-government services 
(customer verification, entitlements verification 
and so on).

 The DNRN civil register database is recognized as one 
of the pillars of a future e-government platform and 
is critical for the functioning of future e-government 
services that require direct interaction with citizens. 
Such services will obtain personal information about 
‘customers’ not by verifying claimed identity data 
against paper certificates but by looking up the data 
directly in civil register database. With this long-term 
perspective in mind, it is no longer critical that the 
paper certificates are widely issued but that all events 
are captured and reflected in the DNRN electronic 
database. Digitization of historic vital events records 
dramatically increases the credibility and importance 
of the civil registration database in the context of 
delivery of future electronic services. Failure to 
aggregate relevant data in the DNRN civil register 
database, on the other hand, would likely force the 
authorities to seek other sources of identity data. 
Regional trends suggest that national ID databases 
are increasingly seen as a viable alternative, despite 
the fact that they generally only store data of the 
adult population. By practically positioning the 
civil register as a pillar of e-governance services, 
its critical importance for the functioning of the 
entire e-governance platform will thus engender 
a coordinated effort to ensure universal coverage. 
Should this not be the case, the civil register run 
the risk of being side-lined from future government 
priorities. 

3. Advocating tighter integration of the civil register 
with the national identity card system 

 As in the case of the general framework for 
e-government, the civil register provides an important 
source of evidence of identity for the process of 
issuing national IDs. The same is applicable for 
declaring ID cards invalid for deceased individuals and 
individuals who changed their personal information. 
Issuance of NUIC at birth and its subsequent use 

in identity documents is an important instrument 
for enabling tighter integration of the two systems. 
The issuing of national ID cards is increasingly seen 
as critical for enabling interaction between the adult 
population and the state, and as means for the state 
to prevent fraudulent use of state and commercial 
services. In an effort to produce quick results, short-
term countrywide national ID enrolment projects 
have been devised across the region that, in an effort 
to produce quick results, neglect the importance of 
integrating civil registration and civil identification. 
To this end, advocacy efforts should be increased 
to strengthen understanding of the importance of 
interlinking civil registration and civil identification. 
This advocacy should result in investment in CRVS 
systems that proportionally matches investment 
in national ID enrolment; in turn this would have 
practical positive consequences for the quality of civil 
registration services in conservatories and postos. 

4. upgrading the vital events registration business 
process to add additional layers of facilitation and 
automatization. 

 Consideration should be given to introducing the 
practice of transferring printed registration certificates 
from conservatories to postos registration points. 
Postos registration officials already bring completed 
registration forms on a weekly basis to the 
appropriate conservatory and returning completed 
certificates could provide another layer of facilitation 
and cost reduction measure. 

 Use of USSD messaging should be reviewed to 
reassess the value of this information in the process 
of verifying vital events records. Currently, the 
registration forms are given priority and are sufficient 
to complete the registration by transfer through 
eCRVS system; this is not the case for information 
received via USSD. It is critical to ask why electronic 
communication via USSD carries lower value than 
electronic communication of data over the internet 
using the eCRVS web application. 

 One of the major bottlenecks in the registration 
business process is the requirement that all 
registration records be manually reviewed by the 
conservator. Therefore, consideration should be 
given to introducing automatized verification by, for 
example, matching two independently completed data 
entries at the conservatory, or automated matching of 
data transferred from the form against data received 
over USSD.

list of consulted institutions
4 national Directorate of registries and notaries –
Department of technology and registry and notary
Eduardo mondlane university (uEm) – JEmBi
italian cooperation
mcel – national mobile network operator
ministry of Health
ministry of interior 

ministry of Justice, constitutional and religious 
affairs
national institute of Electronic Governance
national institute of statistics
unicEF country office mozambique 
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nAMIBIA
Background and institutional setup 
Compared with many countries in eastern and southern 
Africa, Namibia has made significant progress towards 
achieving universal birth registration. Reforms and 
innovations in the CRVS area have resulted in a 
sustainable civil registration system that is effectively 
integrated with other national functional registers and 
has become indispensable to their proper functioning. 
This means that civil registration not only fulfils the 
role of recording vital life events, in the process it has 
also acquired another important function by becoming 
a critical pillar of national identity management 
infrastructure. 

Namibia has achieved comparatively high levels of 
birth and death registration. The Namibia Inter-censal 
Demographic Survey 2016 Report23 shows birth 
registration at 77.6 per cent of children under five years 
of age (87.6 per cent for the total population) and death 
registration at 93.5 per cent. While the authorities are 
focused on extending services to the remaining 22 per 
cent of under-five children who are unregistered, their 
focus has shifted towards ensuring timely registration 
right after the vital life event has occurred. Progress in 
this area is expected to result in increased accuracy of 
vital statistics data. For the time being, around 60 per 
cent of all birth registrations are late, being captured 
more than two weeks after the births occur, with some 
40 per cent of births registered within 14 days. 

One of the factors that contributes to achieving higher 
registration rates and strong institutional positioning of 
the CRVS system relates to the institutional organization 
of registration services. The civil registrar, the civil 
identification register that stores data on issued national 
identity cards, and the immigration and passport 
division, are the responsibility of a single authority: the 
Ministry of Home Affairs and Immigration (MHAI). These 
functions are implemented by two departments within 
the ministry: 

•	 The	Department	of	Civil	Registration,	which	is	
responsible for maintaining records of all vital and civil 
events in Namibia: births, adoptions, recognitions, 
marriages, divorces and deaths, and for issuing 
the relevant certificates as well as national identity 
documents; and

•	 The	Department	of	Immigration	Services,	which	is	
responsible for border control and issuing citizenship 
certificates, passports, residence and domicile 
permits, as well as visas.

These functions are generally regarded as critical 
components of national identity management 
infrastructure. By consolidating responsibility for all 
aspects of the system, the MHAI is well positioned to 
develop each of these components while ensuring that 
they are sufficiently integrated and capable of sharing 
information. This setup facilitates the planning and future 

upgrades of the systems to effectively leverage new 
advances in ICT. It further eliminates the political issues 
which may arise in instances where these components 
are the responsibility of different agencies, and which 
often require lengthy discussions/negotiations to create 
an efficient interoperability and data sharing framework. 
On the other hand, in situations where a single 
agency aggregates all personal information, privacy 
protection experts have generally raised concerns about 
concentration of power over all aspects of identity 
data in a single authority, and generally have called for 
a tighter regulatory framework for data and privacy 
protection. 

Namibia has a rather small population (2,5 million) 
compared to other countries in the region. The 
experience of many states with similar populations 
shows that integration of different identity management 
components under one authority is more practical 
and cost effective, and that these considerations 
outweigh privacy protection concerns, in particular if 
privacy protection frameworks are well developed. 
Successful examples of integration of civil registration 
and civil identification, as in the case of Namibia, 
provide important lessons and guidance when it comes 
to integrating such systems in countries with larger 
populations and where registration responsibilities are 
distributed among different agencies. This experience 
is particularly relevant when it comes to developing 
technical interoperability specifications. 

The work of the MHAI in building the identity 
management system is guided by five strategic 
documents: Namibia’s Vision 2030,24 the Fifth National 
Development Plan,25 the Harambee Prosperity Plan and 
the E-Government Strategic Action Plan for the Public 
Service of Namibia.26 A comprehensive assessment 
of the Civil Registration and Vital Statistics System 
in Namibia was carried out in 2014. Following that, a 
strategic Action Plan for the period 2015–2021 was 
developed, and this was approved by the authorities in 
February 2015.

Cooperation between the MHAI and the Ministry 
of Health and Social Services (MOHSS) has been 
instrumental in achieving not only high birth and death 
registration rates but also in ensuring timely registration. 
With UNICEF support, cooperation between the two 
ministries has been institutionalized through the signing 
of a Memorandum of Understanding between the 
MHAI and the MOHSS. As part of its ongoing technical 
assistance, UNICEF is supporting implementation of a 
strategic plan to strengthen CRVS.

national population registration system
Integration of civil registration and civil identification 
services into a holistic system has contributed to 
the elevated position of civil registration as the most 
important provider of legally valid evidence of identity 
and has enabled a system for issuing identification 

23 namibia inter-censal Demographic survey 2016 report; https://cms.my.na/assets/documents/niDs_2016.pdf
24 namibia’s vision 2030; https://www.namfisa.com.na/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/vision-2030.pdf
25 the Fourth national Development Plan; http://www.npc.gov.na/?wpfb_dl=37
26 E-Government strategic action Plan for the Public service of namibia;
 https://www.gov.na/documents/10181/18040/e-Gov+strategic+Plan+for+the+Public+service+2014+to+2018/cce8facc-309d-43cd-ab3d-e5ce714eaf69
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credentials that is capable of tracking and reacting to 
changes in identity information on an ongoing basis, 
based on the vital life events information in the civil 
register.

The electronic National Population Register System 
(e-NPRS), created as a result of this integration, is a 
system containing vital events and personal information 
that are linked with the number on the Identification 
Document to verify a person’s information. All 
subsequent personal information collected through 
the life cycle/process of registering vital live events 
or issuing identification credentials is entered in the 
corresponding database. The backbone of the system is 
its ability to pull out all personal information associated 
with a particular personal unique identification number 
from the ID and present a report in real time that 
resembles a personal file of the individual, containing all 
personal information and historical changes in some or 
all personal information. 

The architecture of the NPRS is built with the civil 
register at its core. Every new identity in the system 
is created at birth by assigning corresponding unique 
identification numbers and adding biographic identity 
information collected during birth registration. With this 
in mind, the NPRS can only function as designed if the 
civil registration birth records for the whole population 
are digitized and captured within a national database. 

To make this possible, in February 2010 the MHAI 
initiated digitization of all historic paper-based civil 
registration records at the Department of Civil 
Registration. The process was largely outsourced 
and completed by a local company, “Document 
Warehouse”.28 The outsourcing was a good practice 
case of public private partnership, made possible by 

Unique identification numbers ensure that one person 
can have only one personal record in the civil registration 
and civil identification system, preventing multiple 
registrations, including creation of multiple identities. 
Additional biometric information collected through 
the national ID and/or passport enables the system to 
deduplicate registered data by detecting attempts to 
create multiple identities. Deduplication is achieved 
by comparing all existing registration records in the 
database and identifying multiple records linked to the 
same biometrical information. However, only those 
records supplemented with biometric information 
collected during the issuing of national identity cards can 
undergo biometrics-based deduplication. 

By linking the unique identification number of parents 
to the unique identification number of their children, 
the system can also create a family tree and provide 
conditions to effectively cater for the protection of rights 
and fulfilment of obligations linked with family law and 
property rights. 

an already-developed private market for document 
management services. The fact that the company had 
already been inspected and certified by the National 
Archives of Namibia and met its requirements under 
the Policy of Private Record Centres facilitated the 
decision to contract its services. Additional certificates 
obtained from other public administration actors helped 
the company to demonstrate its capability to act as a 
trusted service provider. This certification process by 
public authorities highlights one of the important areas 
public authorities across the region can use to expand 
and nurture the pool of privately-owned trusted providers 
that compete on the market for government services 
and allow the authorities to benefit from the innovative 
services that emerge as a result of this competition. 

Figure: civil registration, civil identification and vital statistics model for namibia27

27 the namibian civil registration and identity management model; https://www.getinthepicture.org/system/files/event/documents/anette%20Bayer%20Forsingdal%20
-%20Presentation_civil%20registrars_asia_24%20July%202018.pdf 

28  https://www.documentwarehouse.com.na/about-us/

https://www.getinthepicture.org/system/files/event/documents/Anette%20Bayer%20Forsingdal%20-%20Presentation_Civil%20Registrars_Asia_24%20July%202018.pdf
https://www.getinthepicture.org/system/files/event/documents/Anette%20Bayer%20Forsingdal%20-%20Presentation_Civil%20Registrars_Asia_24%20July%202018.pdf
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Birth registration process
Births that take place in hospitals can be registered 
directly at the MHAI’s 22 hospital-based offices, while 
births in communities can be registered in sub-regional 
and regional MHAI offices. To be timely, births should be 
registered within 14 days. All registration requests after 
this deadline are considered late. For children up to five 
years of age, registration can be completed at the same 
locations, whilst for children above five years of age it 
can only be completed at the nearest regional MHAI 
office and selected sub-regional offices. 

Based on the MoU with the MOHSS, the MHAI has 
installed computerized systems in hospitals which run 
the “E-birth notification” software platform, used for 
both birth notification and death registration. The E-birth 
notification system was developed by the Office of the 
Prime Minister as a front-end application linked online 
to the NPRS. The system is designed to enable all 
relevant identity data for future mothers to be captured 
when they are admitted to hospital before giving birth. 
Immediately after the birth and before the mother and 
child leave hospital, all related birth data are added to 
the record, and a birth notification number is issued to 
the mother to register the child at the MHAI offices. 
This is a preferred practice that allows hospitals to 
expand the scope of information collected to include 
information about all future mothers who are coming 
for regular check-ups before giving birth. This approach 
not only speeds up the birth notification process, but 
also enables health and CRVS authorities to accurately 
capture foetal death statistics, as all the relevant 
information has been preregistered in the system. This 
approach has proven to be efficient in Namibia and has 
also been replicated in the software for birth notification 
developed with UNICEF support for use in South Sudan.

The mother or both parents can return for birth 
registration of their child, and to add any other missing 
information required to complete the registration. 
While it might be expected that birth can be registered 
before the mother leaves the hospital, especially if all 
the information required for registration is available 
right after birth, this is often not the case. There can be 
various reasons for this. Registration generally requires 
tighter scrutiny of the parents’ identity documents, 
including their identification. This means that both 
parents need to present their IDs, and this information 
is then also further verified in the national population 
register. Some evidence of place of residence may also 
be required and entered in the system. It is also often 
the case that the naming of a newborn can take some 
time, and the law provides a timeframe for the parents 
to decide on the name and present this information 
to the authorities when they come to complete birth 
registration. Finally, in the case of Namibia, where 
citizenship is not automatically conferred on all 
newborns, birth registration process requires a degree 
of processing for both parents’ citizenship information. 
If all the conditions for registration are met, the birth 
registration certificate is printed and given to the 
mother/parents on the spot. 

Over the past eight years, some 60-100 data entry 
clerks have been scanned the historical records into 
the records management database. The paper archive, 
containing some 4,5 million records, has been digitized 
using M-files records management software. The 
software (https://www.m-files.com/en) is the platform 
of choice of Document Warehouse. On top of the 
platform the company built the database structures 
in line with the requirements of Namibian registration 
authorities, also including end-user interface for the data 
entry clerks. The software is designed to store a large 
number of scanned documents in a single database. The 
searchability of information in the databases is organized 
around assigned tags linked to specific scanned 
document. During the scanning process, each record 
is tagged with a critical set of identity and vital event 
information, corresponding to the information on the 
scanned paper. These tags are then stored in the tags 
database. Searching in the tags database by entering 
identity data can find the corresponding scanned original 
registration record from which any additional required 
data can be looked up. 

The digitization of historic records was financed by 
the MHAI as a long-term project. As a result of the 
availability of a trusted external partner with the right 
infrastructure already in place, the MHAI’s costs were 
limited to paying for the service only. If an external 
service provider had not been available, upfront 
investment in infrastructure and in hiring and training 
significant human resources for a limited timeframe 
would be considerably higher and would need to factor 
in future use of the infrastructure procured and put in 
operation. 

Following the digitization of historic records, as of 2012 
all registration offices with access to the NPRS are 
required to capture all new birth and death records in the 
NPRS, while the live capture of marriage records began 
in late 2014. 

Overall, establishment of the NPRS has had many 
advantages for the CRVS system. The importance of 
civil registration has dramatically increased. Inadequate 
birth and death registration rates are no longer only seen 
as a threat to protection of individual rights; now many 
other critical government services directly depend on 
full and universal civil registration. To generate functional 
registers of beneficiaries as they become eligible for 
services based on age and residence in a specific area, 
authorities can collect up-to-date information directly 
from the NPRS without separate registration and data 
collection. A variety of functional registers can be 
extracted instantly from the NPRS at no additional cost, 
for areas such as healthcare (mandatory immunization), 
education (enrolling children who reach a certain age), 
social assistance (identifying beneficiaries for existing 
government grant schemes), tax (persons residing in a 
specific area, and business registers linked to owners/
stakeholders with verifiable identity), and a range of 
rights linked with family law and property inheritance. 

The incentives for improving civil registration services 
have therefore multiplied, providing an additional 
instrument for all stakeholders interested in civil 
registration, including UNICEF, to advocate for and 
support further improvements to the CRVS system. 
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The E-birth notification system is continuously online 
with the NPRS, enabling real-time data entry or searches 
for information. This approach ensures that any attempt 
of multiple registration of the same event will be 
prevented by the system, as the NPRS validates new 
entries against other existing records. In the process, 
the mother’s national ID is inspected visually, and 
her unique identification number is entered into the 
e-notification system and verified in the NPRS. These 
multiple points of verification have been introduced 
to preserve the integrity of the entire system and to 
prevent any attempts to introduce information that 
would enable fraudulent access to state provided 
services. The integration of the civil registration and civil 
identification systems provides numerous tools for such 
verification, which is normally not possible if the two 

systems operate in silos. For registrations taking place 
at MHAI offices, the process follows the same logic 
and is completed at workstations linked directly to the 
NPRS. However, unlike registrations at hospitals, the 
parent(s) are required to submit a “Health Card” issued 
by the health authorities with a number generated 
by the system written on the card. This health card is 
taken to the registration offices to register the birth of 
the child. Completing birth registration also requires 
the submission of a range of supporting documents, a 
requirement which is strictly enforced in Namibia. Other 
than the parent(s)’ ID documents mentioned above, 
a marriage certificate is required and/or an affidavit 
giving parental consent for each parent not present. For 
resident non-citizens, presentation of an immigration 
status document as well as a passport is mandatory. 

national Population Register
Ministry for Home Affairs and Immigration Headquarters

Verification of parents’ identification credentials
Entry of birth data in the civil register

Assigning of unique identification number

mhAI registration point at the hospital 
(second visit)

Birth notification looked up in the system
Inspection, verification and collection of 
data from:
- baby and mothers health passport
- ID/birth certificate of both parents 
- marriage certificate if married

hospital admission 
Data from health passport of future mother 
entered into e-birth notification system  

Baby’s future health passport initiated in the 
system

birth at hospital birth at home

mhAI sub-regional office or mhAI 
registration point at the hospital

Inspection, verification and collection of 
data from:
- baby and mothers health passport
- ID/birth certificate of both parents 
- marriage certificate if married   

Information uploaded to the NPRS in real-
time and completed registration record 
Birth certificate issued 

Upon departure from the hospital birth 
notification data completed and birth 
notification receipt issued. 
Subsequent visit required to complete the 
registration.

Information uploaded to the NPRS in real-
time and completed registration record 
Birth certificate issued 

Information uploaded to the NPRS in real-
time and completed registration record 
Birth certificate issued 

Obtain either:
- letter from 
headman/
traditional authority
Or
- declaration from 
police

Obtain from health 
facility:
-health passport of 
child (with parent’s 
data and place of 
birth)

or
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Death registration process
Namibia has achieved almost universal death registration 
thanks to good coordination between the MHAI 
and health authorities. As for birth registration, the 
registration of death is a precondition for accessing 
financial grants provided by Government for old age 
on a universal basis. All citizens above the age of 60 
can apply for a monthly grant equivalent of US$70, and 
a funeral grant of US$210 is paid to close relatives. A 
detailed overview of the eligibility criteria for financial 
grants is available in official government documents.29

The cause of every death, whether it occurred at a 
health facility or at home, is determined by the health 
authorities. Violent deaths are subject to investigation 
by the police authorities which report information on 
the cause of death. Post-mortems are required in many 
cases to determine the exact cause(s) of death. Death 
is registered while the inquest into the death is ongoing. 
Once the inquest is finalized and signed by the district 
magistrate, the MHAI is provided with an inquest 
document to update the cause(s) of death.

Following the example of the e-birth notification system, 
a corresponding e-death notification system has been 
deployed at hospitals and mortuaries. This approach 
ensures that software platforms for registering various 
vital life events follow the same logic and platform 
design, ensuring a systemic approach to developing 
digitized front-office registration platforms. The system 
allows the health ministry and mortuaries, which serve 
as the first official point of contact with the deceased’s 
family, to electronically verify identities. The system 
further enables these authorities to classify the causes 
of death according to ICD 11, which is also linked to 
the NPRS. The system is currently in operation at two 
hospitals and 11 of the 13 police mortuaries.

With this in mind, on the basis of the same original 
NPRS platform, similar end-user e-death notification has 
been developed to cater for the registration of other vital 
life events.

the namibia statistics agency
The Namibia Statistics Agency (NSA) is the central 
statistical authority: it is a parastatal reporting to the 
National Planning Commission. As the civil registration 
authorities have achieved almost universal birth 
and death registration coverage, the civil register 
has become a key contributor to the vital statistics 
system. The IT systems of the NSA and MHAI are 
interconnected, which enables the communication of 
critical and up-to-date civil registration data in a timely 
fashion to ensure that vital statistics are produced for 
informed planning and decision making. To produce vital 
statistics, other than the MHAI the NSA also relies on 
data obtained from the Ministry of Health and Social 
Services, the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of 
Safety and Security.

Way forward in advancing the crvs agenda 
Namibia has made significant progress in the 
development of the national CRVS system and has 
achieved registration coverage rates significantly 
higher than the regional averages. While the size 
of the country and the population works in favour 
of achieving high coverage, Namibia nevertheless 
provides valuable lessons learned from the process of 
integrating registration services. For instance, Uganda 
has undergone institutional changes that have resulted 
in a similar institutional setup to Namibia, and can 
benefit from Namibia’s experience, with the caveat that 
in Uganda institutional cooperation between the health 
authorities and registration authorities is not as strong as 
in Namibia. 

Creation of national population register system enables 
a range of instruments to check for the integrity of 
the whole system, a provision that does not exist 
in many other countries in the region. Integration of 
ICT platforms/components of identity management 
(that do not necessarily need to be under authority of 
a single agency) in the Namibian case proved to be 
contributing towards improved efficiency, traceability 
and accountability of civil registration. It efficiently 
addresses the problem of data fragmentation and 
enhances the quality of civil registration data. From a 
technical perspective, it introduces standardized coding 
across all platforms, forming a core part of identity 
management system and improving interoperability 
with other systems. It increases security in the areas of 
confidentiality and integrity of the system, by enabling 
greater control over access and authentication, as 
well as easier system audit. Ultimately, achieving 
higher levels of integration has enabled a range of 
system components that were no longer necessary 
to be discontinued, and in such way has created an 
environment in which more can be achieved with less. 

In the case of Namibia, going the last mile to achieve 
universal registration coverage may prove challenging. 
The amount of effort and investment required to register 
the remaining population may be disproportionally 
high when compared with costs for the rest of the 
population. 

With very high registration rates, Namibia can afford 
to be very strict when it comes to enforcing legal 
requirements for registration. In practice, this means 
that applicants must provide the documentary evidence 
required to support their claims. These documents 
are also verified in source databases. In countries that 
have achieved high, and close to universal, registration 
rates, the attention of CRVS authorities has shifted to 
preventing registration fraud. As the provision of many 
state services, including financial incentives, become 
tied to registration of vital life events, many individuals 
will try to exploit procedural weakness to register 
fictional births or deaths if certificates would make them 
eligible for specific financial grants. Presentation and 

29 the Effectiveness of child Welfare Grants in namibia; https://www.unicef.org/namibia/mGEcW_2010_child_Grants_report_vol_1_summary.pdf 
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inspection of documentary evidence on the parents’ 
identity and their marital status is a mandatory aspect 
of the registration process in all the CRVS systems 
across eastern and southern Africa, but the level of 
enforcement differs across the region. While in many 
countries, authorities may require an ID to be presented, 
in many cases these documents can be considered 
rather unsecure by contemporary standards. The 
Namibian authorities mitigate this problem by verifying 
the validity of presented document at the source 
database. With sporadic marriage registration across 
the region, the requirement for presenting a marriage 
certificate is enforced sporadically.

However, tighter requirements for identity/marriage 
documentary evidence can cause problems for some 
population categories. For instance, many teenage 
mothers do not have the birth certificates or IDs they 
require for registration, and at times parents lack 

identification documents to register their vital events 
(especially in  areas bordering other countries), and 
nomadic populations can be hard to reach. Links 
between birth registration and citizenship can become 
an obstacle for many parents, especially in border areas, 
as the law does not envisage conferral of citizenship by 
birth. 

Other than deploying mobile registration teams, 
registration authorities would benefit from mapping 
the remaining unregistered population, categorizing 
legal obstacles to completing registration of vital life 
events (births in particular) and working with the legal 
authorities to actively seek legal remedies. Cooperation 
should be established with UNHCR to address cases of 
non-Namibian children encountering issues with regard 
to birth registration and conferral of citizenship with the 
aim of preventing statelessness. 
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SouTh SuDAn
Background and institutional setup 
A legal and administrative framework is not yet in place 
for registration of vital life events in South Sudan, vital 
life events remain unregistered and there is no way 
to obtain a legally valid certificate of a vital life event 
that has occurred. In the absence of an institutional 
framework, the birth notification component of a civil 
registration system is emulated by an ad hoc established 
service. The birth notification system is designed to 
capture birth information until a decision has been 
implemented on the design of a future civil registration 
system. This is largely a consequence of long periods of 
violent conflicts and underdevelopment, which resulted 
in weak infrastructure and uneven and fragile basic 
services across all sectors of public administration.

Before South Sudan split from its northern neighbour 
Sudan, the then-national government, based in distant 
Khartoum, recorded some of the south’s births. 
However, records are now largely inaccessible to 
citizens of South Sudan, who typically lack means to 
travel north and apply for documents. Many South 
Sudanese who have attempted to do so reportedly 
experienced great difficulties.

In 2012, the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of 
Justice of South Sudan drafted the Civil Registration 
Act. However, since then conflict and insecurity have 
led to two million people fleeing to neighbouring 
countries as refugees, and almost two million others 
are displaced within South Sudan. As result of insecurity 
and uncertainty, the birth notification rate in South 
Sudan remains low. According to the last South Sudan 
Household Survey in 2010, only 35 per cent of children 
were registered, though this figure is contested and 
projected to be much lower.

The Civil Registration Act, if and when adopted and 
enacted, will provide compulsory national registration 
of births, marriages and deaths across South Sudan and 
place these functions under the administration of the 
Ministry of Interior. In the meantime, the Government 
through the Ministry of Health introduced birth 
notification services for children under five years of age, 
whereby parents are issued a Notification of Birth form 
for their newborn, anticipating that the document would 
be sufficient to obtain a birth certificate once available. 

unicEF support for establishment of birth 
registration system 
Since independence, UNICEF has been actively 
supporting the South Sudanese authorities with 
development of the CRVS system, and it has been 
instrumental in ensuring that the authorities capture 
and record information on births occurring on 
South Sudanese territory. Since early 2013, several 
consultations have been supported by UNICEF among 
the main stakeholders to build consensus on the 
establishment of a more wide-ranging civil registration 
and vital statistics system in South Sudan; some of 
these have been within the Inter-Ministerial Committee 
on Civil Registration System, which has been tasked 
with reviewing the draft Civil Registration Bill.

In the interim, the Ministry of Health introduced a birth 
notification system in a number of health facilities to 
enable the recording of birth information in purposefully 
designed Birth Notification Books. The Ministry 
anticipates that the information in these books will 
be sufficient to complete registration and issue birth 
certificates once a civil registration system is in place. To 
support this initiative UNICEF, among others, provided 
staff training and stationary material, and printed and 
distributed Birth Notification Books.

Another breakthrough followed in early 2017 when, 
under UNICEF leadership, a digitized system for birth 
notification, branded as the National Digital Database 
(NDD), was developed and implemented, enabling digital 
capture of birth notifications. The system was designed 
to assist the Ministry of Health to digitize information 
on births and ensure permanent digital storage of the 
collected information for eventual utilization as the basis 
for issuing birth certificates. Currently, the system is 
available at the country’s two teaching hospitals, in 
Juba and Wau. It is also available at state and county 
hospitals, as well as some primary health care centres 
and units. More than 200,000 newborns have so far 
been provided with birth notification in 2 of South 
Sudan’s 10 states.

online birth notification database - https://ss.birthregistration.org/ 
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The digitized birth notification system also enables 
collection of information on children under 5 years of 
age into an electronic database and the printing of 
birth notification documents. Children over 5 years of 
age who had never been registered are also given the 
option of entering information on their birth. The system 
software was developed with UNICEF support and 
guidance. UNICEF also supplied computers, printers 
and basic office supplies including paper to print the 
notifications, and ink for official stamps. 

In addition, UNICEF also supported the piloting of yet 
another innovation that combines health support to 
pregnant women with notification of birth. Specially 

Birth notification business process 
For most parents who have already obtained proof of 
birth notification, their child’s birth took place in one of 
the state hospitals where access to birth notification 
services is convenient and easy. Mothers who give 
birth in hospitals and clinics are asked to complete 
a form with relevant information, and in return are 
given a notification document. As some 88 per cent of 
babies are born at home, the service was extended to 

midwives who assist at birth and who are authorized to 
act as informants. In some areas, community volunteers 
are trained to conduct outreach registration for children 
born at home, in collaboration with the health facilities. 
Designated health officials complete birth notification 
forms supplied as birth registration books and are 
authorized to issue birth notification documents.

designed Mother Cards were introduced at health 
facilities with the goal of collecting as much information 
as possible before the birth occurs. Issuance of Mother 
Cards was piloted in 2016 in three health care facilities 
in Northern Bahr el-Ghazal. This innovative approach 
involves issuing plastic cards with unique barcodes to 
pregnant mothers, which facilitates electronic entry of 
details about the pregnancy and the reuse of recorded 
information for birth notification when the baby is born. 
This initiative addresses the problem of illiteracy among 
both the population and traditional birth attendants, as it 
helps avoid the need for completing written forms and 
lengthy administrative processes.

sample mother cards used for tracing pregnant mothers https://ss.birthregistration.org/ 
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Birth can be reported by:
•	 a	health	worker	or	birth	attendant	who	is	

present or assisted during the childbirth, 

•	 parents,	or	the	child’s	next	of	kin,	or	any	
responsible person, or

•	 a	trained	enumerator	tasked	with	identifying	
children in a particular age group to bring 
them into the registration system.

Based on the information provided by the 
informant, the appointed official makes an 
entry in a birth notification form. The form 
consists of two parts, both containing identical 
information. The second part of the two-part 
birth notification form is torn off and given to 
the child/beneficiary.

The completed birth notification books are 
sent to an office equipped with an electronic 
Birth Notification Terminal where the birth 
notification data are digitized. 

The data entry clerk operating the Birth 
Notification Terminal transfers the data 
from collected birth notification books into 
corresponding fields on the designated 
application running on the Birth Notification 
Terminal. Once the transfer is completed, a 
hard copy Birth Notification Book is stored on 
the designated archive. The digitization of birth 
notifications is completed when the operator 
uploads the data to the National Digital 
Database through a secured internet channel. 
The National Digital Database is hosted on a 
server located at the Ministry of Health, with 
a backup copy located at the UNICEF South 
Sudan Country Office. 

Birth notification Book 

Birth notification form
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In some instances, health officials may be required to 
supply birth notifications in writing. Health officials who 
have poor literacy can find it difficult to complete birth 
notifications in time. The introduction of mother cards 
is intended to collect available information on a future 
mother in paper and digital format before the birth 
takes place. As result, completing birth notification only 
requires adding the child’s name and date of birth to 
the mother cards. Other data can be transferred from 
the digital mother card record. An additional level of 
facilitation is added by introducing a barcode on a card 
containing its serial number. Scanning this barcode at 
every subsequent visit enables easy retrieval of the 
digital record.

The routine birth notification process starts when a 
pregnant woman first visits a health facility for antenatal 
care. Her personal information is registered on a digital 
mother card application and a mother card is issued. 
On subsequent visits, the barcode is scanned to 
retrieve the corresponding electronic mother card, and 
additional antenatal services are recorded. When the 
child is born, the birth record in the birth notification 
application is populated with data previously collected in 
the electronic mother card. Once the birth record data is 
verified and sent to the national digital database server, 
a birth notification is printed for the child.

mother cards and facilitation of birth notification

national Digital Database 
ministry of health 

Hosts a copy of all Birth Registration Forms digitised at 
health facilities and uploaded via internet

health facility equipped with birth 
notification terminal 
Data entry operator transfers the data from received 
Birth Notification Books into designated birth 
notification application

Designated Registration health facility
The health official or the midwife completes Birth 
Notification Form and stamps it (where available the 
information is also entered in electronic format

Hard copy Birth Notification 
Books archived

Child’s copy of Birth Notification 
Form handed over to the 
beneficiary 

birth informants 
birth at home 

One of the parents can come to the hospital to 
complete the form. Parent’s IDs not required. 
As part of door-to-door visits, designated 
officials collect information on unregistered 
children/new-borns  

birth informants 
birth at health facility

Right after the birth, health worker provides 
information for completion of Birth 
Notification Form

Digitized birth notification business process 
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Without a precisely defined national ICT strategy and 
national ICT infrastructure, the introduction of digitized 
services becomes increasingly difficult. Nevertheless, 
a paper-based CRVS system generally takes a long 
time before it becomes fully functional, as it requires 
lengthy ex-officio paper communication between 
different levels of authority and an efficient system 
of information tracking. The aggregation of registered 
data at central level can also be time consuming and 
challenging to implement. The same applies to the 
retrieval of information. In these circumstances, building 
a digitized system to capture registered information 
eliminates several obstacles linked with paper-based 
data communication and is a fast and cost-effective 
alternative for aggregating and sharing registered 
information. 

The lack of a defined institutional framework for civil 
registration in South Sudan is the biggest obstacle to 
developing a strategic approach for introducing digitized 
civil registration services. In this environment, the 
decision of the Ministry of Health, with the support 
of UNICEF, to facilitate the collection of information 
on newborn and children under five years of age is a 
step in the right direction. This policy decision gives 
priority to duly capturing the most important identity 
and vital statistics information, with the understanding 

that the availability of this information could be a 
critical precondition for successful introduction of civil 
registration services. 

The current conditions in South Sudan in many ways 
are the least favourable enabling environment for the 
development of a digitized system for capture of birth 
data. In these circumstances, efforts by the Ministry of 
Health and UNICEF to put such a system into place also 
provides valuable lessons learned that can inform the 
introduction of digitized data collection and processing 
systems in areas with underdeveloped infrastructure. 
The design of the system could also provide a valuable 
input for developing components of the OpenCRVS 
platform as a global good. 

Many health facilities in South Sudan are not connected 
to the power grid. Where connections do exist, 
power cuts are frequent and ICT equipment requires 
uninterrupted power supply devices (UPS). In addition, 
few health facilities have access to wired internet, and 
internet connectivity is available mainly over mobile 
networks at non-broadband speeds. The design of the 
digitized birth notification system had to address these 
challenges, and in the process specific innovations were 
introduced into the system architecture to overcome 
these challenges. To a large extent, the system provides 

architecture of digitized Birth notification system 

national Digital Database 
ministry of health 

Hosts a copy of all Birth Registration Forms digitised at 
health facilities and uploaded via internet

health facility equipped with birth 
notification terminal
birth at either health facility or at home

By scanning the barcode on Mother Card, mother 
information automatically transferred into electronic 
version of Birth Registration Form. Date of birth and 
name of the child added manually.

Designated Registration health facility
Subsequent visits of the pregnant woman 

Mother card and electronic mother card updated with 
new information. Scanning of barcode used for easy 
retrieval of the beneficiary record in the database.

health facility 
first visit of a pregnant woman 

Mother card issued containing 
collected relevant data 
Information from Mother card 
copied into electronic mother card 
record

birth notification printed and 
handed over to the beneficiary

Birth notification business process leveraging information stored in mother card electronic 
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a basic blueprint for the deployment of similar systems 
in countries where ICT resources are scarce. 

Unlike in some other ESAR countries (the United 
Republic of Tanzania, Mozambique and Uganda), where 
mobile networks and technologies have been used 
to bridge the problem of lack of connectivity and ICT 
infrastructure in remote areas, in South Sudan mobile 
networks are only used for data transfer from the 
terminals using USB mobile modems. 

In broad terms, the system architecture of the digitized 
birth notification systems consists of a back-end 
server component (built on a .Net platform application 
managing a MySQL based database) located at the 
Ministry of Health office in Juba and the front-end 
component deployed as computer workstations branded 
as Birth Notification Terminals located in authorized 
health facilities. 

Birth Notification Terminals provide two types of data 
management service. The birth notification data entry 
application is used to transfer information from paper-
based Birth Notification Books into a corresponding 
digital format. The routine birth notification application is 
also used to record births as and when they occur. The 
routine birth notification application further benefits from 
access to previously collected information within the 
electronic mother card application. 

The internet is not required for entering data into the 
birth notification terminals. The data are stored on a 
local terminal hard drive. The software operating on the 
terminals enables data transfer either via the internet or 
by its export on an external USB flash drive. In addition 
to data export, the system also allows for importing 
data, which means that any terminal with an internet 
connection can be used to upload registered data 
exported on external USB drives. 

The horizontal deployment of birth notification terminals 
connected directly to the national digital database 
reduces vertical drag. In other words, it eliminates 
the delay caused by the data being first sent to the 
county, then from the county to the state and then to 
the national level. Data uploaded from any location are 
instantly consolidated, analysed and included in the 
reports. 

As a back-end component of the system, the National 
Digital Database provides server-side infrastructure for 
birth notification terminals deployed throughout the 
country. The server is located in the Ministry of Health 
in Juba. Due to frequent power supply interruptions 
another backup server is kept at the UNICEF offices in 
Juba. The database connects with terminals as needed 
via the internet, and the connection is initiated by the 
terminals.

national Digital Database architecture 
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In addition to the MySQL database kept on the main 
and backup server, the system also keeps the entire 
database on a Google Drive cloud platform. Local 
terminals may download a copy of the database and 
gain access to the data linked with its area of coverage. 
Other agencies may gain access to the cloud database, 
provided that the access is granted by the Ministry of 
Health. All the data stored in the cloud are encrypted 
using 256-bit encryption, which guarantees high-level 
encryption. The system enables every birth notification 
terminal to download the most recent cloud version 
of the database and to decrypt it locally, while limiting 
access only to data previously registered at that 
terminal. However, the scope of the data that can be 
accessed in this manner is limited. Personal information 
is anonymized, and the dataset can be used only for 
statistical reporting. This is a welcome approach, as it 
takes due consideration of privacy protection concerns. 
Any abuse of the database decryption software 
could result in the leaking of private information and 
compromising of the entire system. The anonymizing of 
personal information in the decryption process alleviates 
some of these concerns. 

Cloud-based storage also adds an additional level of 
security in circumstances where the overall security 
situation is volatile and where there are high risks of 
system failure at the central server location. 

the way forward in advancing the crvs 
agenda 
For UNICEF – as the main provider of support in 
developing a civil registration framework – the priority 
should remain continued advocacy for adoption of a 
Civil Registration Bill, while highlighting the value of the 
introduction of digital data collection processing and 
storing. To that end, experience gained from introducing 
the birth notification digital platform could be used to 
streamline similar solutions to support the functioning of 
a future CRVS system. 

One of the biggest obstacles to scaling up digitized 
systems emerges from the disproportion between the 
level of ICT and the availability of persons with sufficient 
skills to operate and support these systems. In terms 
of the costs, training health workers and creating a 
technical support network could be a greater financial 

and organizational challenge than developing the 
software platform and procuring the hardware. Some 
estimates indicate that when looking into long-term 
costs for introducing and operating digitized registration 
systems, 40-60 per cent of all expenses come from 
the human resources needed to support the system. 
With this in mind, the choice of hardware and software 
solutions should be determined by ease of use and 
costs of support, rather than the initial hardware/
software costs. 

UNICEF could also explore with the Ministry of Health 
the option of outsourcing technical support and training 
of human resources to one or more private companies, 
within a public-private partnership. 

Options for porting some, if not all, of the birth 
notification terminal functionalities into mobile hardware 
and software platforms should also be considered. 
These platforms have been proven to be more user 
friendly and do not require excessive training for use 
(unlike desktop computers). The technical support needs 
are also less demanding than could be the case with 
desktop computers/laptops, and frequent power cuts do 
not impact these devices’ functioning. The procurement 
costs of mobile devices (tablets) may be initially higher, 
but they could be leveraged through lower training and 
technical support costs. 

UNICEF should work closely with other development 
organizations in South Sudan to advocate for use of 
open ICT standards to enable conditions for creating 
future data interoperability between government ICT 
platforms. 

One of the strongest opportunities for raising the profile 
of civil registration is the promotion of links between 
civil registration and civil identification. The global civil 
identification expert community has recognized that links 
with the civil register are very important, if not critical, 
for successful long-term operation of civil identification 
systems. Therefore, as part of any future discussions 
on introduction of a national civil identification system, 
UNICEF should advocate interlinking the two systems 
and investing in the development of the two systems in 
parallel. This would be a more cost-effective long-term 
solution.

record of mother’s data visits history of mother 

sample screenshots of Birth notification terminal
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record of child’s information 

Health facility weekly report 

Birth notification digital bookshelf 

Printing of electronic birth notification 

Heath facility birth notification 
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unITeD repuBlIc of TAnzAnIA
institutional setup 
In the United Republic of Tanzania, the civil registration 
system is the responsibility of the Ministry of Justice 
and Constitutional Affairs through the Registration, 
Insolvency, and Trusteeship Agency (RITA). The Agency 
executes its registration roles in close coordination with 
the Ministry of Health, local government authorities 
and social welfare providers. Over the last decade the 
relationship between the three authorities and their 
responsibilities in the registration process have changed. 
They now have more capacity to address persistent low 
registration coverage rates. While, in the past, RITA was 
responsible for executing most registration tasks, with 
limited support from local and health authorities, now 
local and health authorities have the largest proportion of 
responsibility for birth and death registration, while RITA 
maintains a management and supervisory role. 

The statistical information generated during the 
registration – and its compilation, analysis, presenting 
and dissemination – is the mandate of the National 
Bureau of Statistics (NBS). The reality, however, is that 
the NBS draws limited vital statistics data from RITA, 
partly because of the low historic registration coverage 
rates and partly because of the lack of interoperability 
between the information management ICT systems 
used. 

crvs systems prior to policy reforms
Until 2011, birth registration in the United Republic 
of Tanzania resembled a familiar three-step process: 
notification, followed by registration and finally 
certification. For the approximately 50 per cent of all 
births that took place in health facilities, designated 
health officials made entries in official logbooks. The 
notification document produced from the logbook had 
to be physically taken by the parents to the District 
Registrar employed by the District Administration Office 
and supervised by RITA. On receiving the notification, 
the district registrar would initiate the registration 
procedure, which would normally take one month. To 
obtain a birth certificate, the parents would still have to 
revisit the District Administrative Office to pick up the 
certificate. Sometimes additional trips to the district 
had to be taken as the registration process could not be 
finalized within the set time limits.

On average, district headquarters were located between 
80-100 kilometres from the communities they served. 
Obtaining birth certificates was a time-consuming 
process and involved using public transport. The cost 
of travel also added to the cost of registration, making 
registration an exorbitantly expensive venture. In 
addition to travel costs, parents had to pay a processing 
fee of TSH 3,500 (US$1.6), a considerable sum of money 
for an average Tanzanian. The process was even more 
cumbersome when registration did not take place 
within the prescribed period of 90 days. For registration 
that took place between 90 days and 10 years, parents 
had to pay TSH 4,000 (US$1.7), and after 10 years, TSH 
10,000 (IS$4.3). These are high expenses in a country 
where almost half of the population lives on little less 
than US$2 per day.

In addition to the challenges linked with registration 
at health facilities, there were no clear instructions 
or a facilitated procedure for registering births and 
deaths occurring outside the health facilities, making 
the registration of the almost 50 per cent of all births 
that took place outside health facilities extremely 
complicated. 

As result, the United Republic of Tanzania had one of 
the lowest rates of birth registration and certification 
on the African continent, hovering between 10 and 15 
percent, prior to the roll-out of decentralized registration. 
To put this figure in perspective, the United Republic 
of Tanzania accounts for 16.4 per cent of unregistered 
children under the age of 5 in Eastern and Southern 
Africa, 8.3 per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa, and 4.1 per 
cent across the world. This means that around the world 
every 25th unregistered child under 5 years of age is a 
Tanzanian. 

When it comes to death registration, the situation 
was even worse. Most deaths generally occur outside 
of health facilities, which means that often deaths 
were neither notified nor subsequently registered. 
The situation was somewhat similar when it came to 
registration of marriage and divorce. Traditional/religious 
marriages are more prevalent than civil registers, but 
the legal framework did not envisage recognition of 
religious/traditional marriages: this led to a situation in 
which most marriages were not officially registered and 
recognized under civil law. 

Due to the overall low registration rates, RITA has 
never become a credible source of information for 
the compilation of vital statistics. For all births and 
deaths occurring at health facilities, the most accurate 
health-related vital statistics were collected directly 
by the health authorities and kept within the existing 
information system maintained by the Ministry of 
Health. Nevertheless, these statistics remained largely 
unreliable, as almost half of all births and most deaths 
take place outside health facilities and were not 
reflected in the statistics. 

For local authorities, the lack of comprehensive and 
reliable vital statistics and reliance on information from 
periodic surveys resulted in poor demographic data 
which created challenges in planning for health and 
education services. 

For vital life events occurring at health facilities, health 
authorities were generally able to collect reliable health 
statistical data, even though many health information 
management subsystems do not use the same data 
standards, preventing alignment of data across the 
whole system. There remain significant gaps in the 
health system, particularly in the context of death 
statistics and the causes of death. 
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overhauling of the birth registration process
In 2011, with support from UNICEF, RITA developed a 
five-year Under-Five Birth Registration Strategy (U5BRS, 
2011-2015) that introduced a new approach to the birth 
registration process, through development of a highly 
decentralized system that led to a dramatic increase in 
the number of registration points. 

In response to commitments made within the 
framework of the global Commission on Information 
and Accountability for Women’s and Children’s Health 
(COIA), and in line with the Ministerial Declaration of the 
Second Conference of African Ministers Responsible 
for Civil Registration, which calls on all African countries 
to take urgent measures towards improvement of 
CRVS systems, the Tanzanian authorities conducted 
a comprehensive assessment of CRVS in mainland 
Tanzania. The assessment followed the approach 
recommended by the Africa Programme on Accelerated 
Improvement of Civil Registration and Vital Statistics 
(APAI-CRVS) for all African countries.

The assessment was carried out in September 2014 
and resulted in recommendations that shaped the 
future relationship between the registration actors 
and provided the basis for an overhaul of registration 
policies. The following key recommendations led to 
substantive changes in the registration polices.

“After the above findings, the task team recommends 
the following should be done to improve the CRVS 
system on birth and death: They should be a new 
Birth and Death Law that will align with International 
Standards and reflect the following:

I. System of birth and death registration should be 
decentralized.

II. District Executive Director to become district 
Registrar.

III.Certificate should be issued at the ward level. 

IV. All home/ on the way births and death to be notified 
by VEO or MEO in a manner to be prescribed.

V. All LGAs to allocate budget for civil registration 
operations for their respective local civil registration 
offices.

VI.RITA Headquarter to remain with coordination, Policy, 
Monitoring and Evaluation, advocacy and archiving.

….”

The U5BRS strategy, which adheres to the 
recommendations from the assessment, has been 
implemented through UNICEF-facilitated dialogue, 

which led to an agreement between RITA, the Ministry 
of Health and the Ministry for Regional Administration 
and Local Government formalized in a Memorandum 
of Understanding, which delineates the responsibilities 
of the three actors in the registration process. Where 
previously registration and certification were exclusively 
reserved to the District Registrar and could only take 
place at the District Office, the new system expanded 
the number of registrars by introducing Registration 
Agents. These agents are appointed by RITA and trained 
at ward level. Registration assistants were not only 
appointed from among local government administrative 
offices but also in hospitals and health clinics, enabling 
children to be registered at birth or during scheduled 
immunization for delayed registrations. 

The process has been further simplified by enabling 
Registration Agents to register the births of children and 
issue birth certificates as a one-step process that takes 
place during one visit to the registration agent. Obtaining 
a first birth certificate for children under five years of age 
has been made free of charge.

mitigating birth registration bottlenecks 
The newly devised decentralized registration process 
addresses the three most important bottlenecks that 
characterized the previous registration system: the long 
distances to registration centres, the need for a second 
visit to the centre to obtain the certificate, and the paper-
based processing and keeping of registered information. 

The new system has introduced a one-step, one-visit 
process, meaning one visit to the registration assistant 
is sufficient to complete the registration. Registration 
Agents use paper-based registration forms that comprise 
two parts. The upper part is the notification; while the 
lower part is the birth certificate issued during the same 
visit to the Agent. Both parts of the form are completed 
by the Registration Agent. Personal information 
is obtained from the parents’ identity cards. The 
requirement to present proof of marriage is not strictly 
enforced.

Parents can register their child immediately after birth, 
either at the health facility or, for births that take place 
outside health facilities, at their closest ward registration 
office. If a child is not registered at birth, registration can 
take place during an immunization visit. 

Decentralization, coupled with the one step/one 
visit process, cut the time and travelling distances 
dramatically but also resulted in a dramatic increase 
in the number of registration centres and registration 
assistants operating under local government authorities 
and/or the Ministry of Health.
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Five pillars of new registration strategy

Registration process before and after 
decentralized system enrolment in 
2017/2018.

•	 Registration	points:	3,864	now	vs	
53 district headquarters before 

•	 Registration	assistants:	 7,500	now	
vs 53 district registrars before 

•	 Average	distance:	 	
5-6 km now vs 80-140 km before; 

The abolition of registration fees and 
fines has also increased take up. The 
first birth certificate is now issued 
free of charge. In practical terms, the 
waiver of fees and fines will enable 
families whose backlog of under five 
children will need to be registered to 
save approximately US$4.9 million 
on registration costs nationwide. In addition, estimated 
family savings from not having to take two visits to the 
district registrar amounts to approximately US$24.8 
million nationwide. 

The newly decentralized system has been rolled out in 
11 out of a total of 30 regions. So far, the results have 
been in line with the expectations, delivering a dramatic 
increase in registration coverage of children under five 
years of age. 

This increase was not only a result of decentralization 
and the increased number of registration points. The 
decentralized system was ready for roll out in 2012, 
when implementation began in the test regions. After 

initial successes, the process stalled. The project 
evaluation that followed revealed that the main reason 
for the limited results was inadequate coordination 
among the increased number of CRVS actors involved in 
the process. 

Only in 2017, after UNCEF stepped in to support the 
development of a robust local coordination mechanism, 
did the situation change for the better. UNICEF 
provided funds to support coordination at district levels 
and catered for the training of local actors involved 
in the process. Improvements in coordination and 
management at regional and district levels was coupled 
with improved and consistent registration rates.
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While in the past RITA was in charge of the entire 
registration process, following decentralization the main 
registration responsibilities were transferred to local 
government authorities. The success of the overhauled 
birth registration system was therefore closely 
linked with efficient enforcement of the coordination 
mechanism at local level.

High-level meetings at regional level, organized with 
UNICEF support, enabled the coordination and sustained 
political commitment of all actors, as well as shared 
understanding of tasks and duties. 

The Regional Administrative Officer, in close coordination 
with the regional Birth Registration Coordinator, 
directs and monitors the registration process down 
to the ward and health facilities levels. In each district 
there are six local experts, each with expertise in a 
different field, who are trained to provide support to the 
registration assistants. In Mtwara region, for instance, 
all actors responsible for coordination and supporting 
the registration process communicate using dedicated 
WhatsApp messenger groups, which have proved to be 
the only easily and widely available digital platform that 
stakeholders can use to manage the process and solve 
the issues raised by registration assistants. 

In its current configuration, RITA mainly maintains a 
controlling and supervisory role by providing support to 
local authorities through appointed regional coordinators, 
each assigned to cover two regions. In addition, RITA 
also supervises the work of the district registrars. 

the birth registration process
Birth registration was dramatically streamlined by the 
introduction of a two-part form merging birth registration 
and birth certification. A serial number unique to 
each form is printed on both parts and used as an 
identifier when tracking down each completed form 
and certificate. The number is also stored in the central 
register, which allows the data on the form to be cross-

checked against data in the central register kept by RITA, 
making it easier to identify attempts to forge or fabricate 
identity data. If a registration assistant makes a mistake 
in any of the fields on either part of the form, the entire 
form is invalidated and scrapped. This ensures that no 
form will be accepted if any of the fields appear to have 
been corrected. 

After each registration form is completed and the 
registration certificate given to the parent(s), the 
registration form is digitized, and the data communicated 
electronically to RITA headquarters. Registered data 
are digitized using a custom-built Android application 
installed on smartphone devices distributed to all 
registration points. The mobile app provides a user-
friendly interface for registration assistants to enter and 
digitize the data from the registration form and enables 
instant transmission of collected data to the RITA 
headquarters using GSM data transfer protocols. Where 
mobile network coverage is unavailable, the app allows 
for storage of the collected data and their transmission 
once the mobile device is within the range of a GSM 
signal. 

Provision of mobile data communication is financially 
and logistically supported by UNICEF as the most 
efficient method of digitizing registered data, and as the 
quickest way to aggregate registered data at the central 
level (RITA headquarters), where it is further processed 
and kept permanently. 

The paper forms completed at the registration points 
are periodically transferred to district registration 
offices, where they are being permanently stored. In 
the second stage of digitization, the district registrars 
are tasked with scanning received paper registration 
forms and transferring the scanned digital files to RITA 
either physically or over the internet. The RITA stores 
the scanned forms in a designed permanent electronic 
archive.

regional birth registration coordination mechanism

local government authorities
(division of responsibilities) 

- coordination and support (blue) 
- registration agents (red)

Region
- Regional Commissioner
- Regional Administrative Secretary
- Regional Birth Registration Coordinator

Wards

Village Executive officer
matta Executive officer

health facilitates

health worker

District (including councils)

- District Commissioner
- District Administrative Secretary
- District Medical Officer
- District Planning Officer
- District Community Development Officer
- District Welfare Officer
- District ICT Officer

 District registrar (supervised by RITA)
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combined birth registration form Birth certificate 

Theoretically, paper registration forms could be scanned 
in at the registration point. While this could be done 
relatively easy as an additional function of the mobile 
app, it appears that this option was scrapped because 
mobile data transfer bandwidth needs in the field 
would have increased dramatically. At present, mobile 
network coverage in rural areas does not provide enough 
bandwidth for high speed data transfer. Also, ensuring 
good and consistent image capturing quality across a 
wide number of registration points is difficult, and will 
likely require stronger technical support capacities. 

It is worth nothing that a similar mobile data capture 
system has already been implemented by UNICEF 
in cooperation with Telenor (a mobile operator) in 
Pakistan: this does enable image-capture of the form 
and presentation of documentary evidence at the 
registration point. However, this information is not 
transferred via a mobile network unless a high-speed 
network is available, but rather is transferred physically 
(via USB) when the mobile devices are brought to the 
registration centres. This implementation might be 
considered as an option when new mobile-capturing 
platforms become available in the United Republic of 
Tanzania. 

The increased introduction of mobile technologies in 
civil registration signals a need for further research 
and innovation in this area. In an ideal scenario, the 
registration official would take a photo of the registration 
form, while digitization could be resolved either by the 
mobile application itself or by robust back-end-operated 
Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software. There 
are already a wide variety of mobile apps that can 
generate professional scanner-quality image files using 
smartphone cameras. OCR, on the other hand, could be 
more difficult to implement. 

Developing such platforms is a fairly challenging task, 
more complex than simple data entry and transfer using 
mobile apps. In Uganda, Mozambique and the United 
Republic of Tanzania these apps are locally procured 
and developed. It would appear that RITA is also 
experiencing difficulties attracting local developers with 
the right skills to maintain the existing mobile app. If 

UNICEF decides to pursue advocating for use of mobile 
apps for decentralized digitization, consideration should 
be given to developing a common global mobile-based 
platform for image capturing and OCR, which could 
be made available across all programmes that support 
the scaling up of birth registration. Laptops might be 
considered as an alternative to mobile phones, tablets or 
even web-based operating systems,

The use of mobile technology is important for the 
success of the decentralization project. This enables 
electronic data capture immediately after the registration 
form is completed and near-instant transfer of collected 
data into the RITA-operated electronic civil register. 
This comes with two important benefits. First, the 
digital birth register is automatically prepopulated with 
registration data, as the information is received via 
mobile networks. Second, based on the received data, 
real-time monitoring of the registration process also 
becomes possible. 

If digitization did not take place in the field, the RITA 
would need to implement a mass-scale data entry 
operation at its headquarters, which would present 
logistical challenges and be time consuming. Given the 
likely long delays in the receipt of paper registration 
books from the field, reliable tracking of the registration 
process would not be possible. 

Once the decision is made to complete digitization in 
the field, relying on mobile technologies emerges as 
the only viable option. Use of standard ICT equipment 
at ward level is unfeasible as there is no infrastructure/
electricity that could support it. As an illustration of this, 
in Mara region only 43 wards have access to the power 
grid, 3 wards use solar-generated power, and 123 wards 
have no access to any type of power grid. The prevailing 
lack of lack of IT skills among registration assistants and 
the overall high costs linked with the introduction of 
such systems on a large scale (7,500 registration points) 
makes this option unattractive. 
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Mobile devices, on the other hand, can be recharged 
using solar panels, a technology that local communities 
are already familiar with. In addition, the penetration 
into rural areas of mobile networks is already high, and 
the general population is mostly familiar with mobile 
devices. This makes mobile platforms the least costly 
way of introducing digital data processing in most parts 
of the country. 

Mobile technology-based digitization enables quick 
aggregation of all registered data in the central 
electronic register and can ensure it is continually 
updated. However, the effectiveness of digitization not 
only depends on the choice of the right technology. 
Efficiency and cost-effectiveness of digitization in 
the field can only be preserved as long as technical 
support – in terms of both electronic equipment and 
users’ support – can be managed in a cost-efficient way. 
Achieving cost-effective management depends on the 
skills of the local authorities. Should the local support 
mechanism collapse, RITA runs the risk that the quality 
of the digitized data it receives will become inconsistent, 
and therefore it must actively monitor and support local 
authorities to ensure the quality of digitization work in 
the field. 

Alternatively, the authorities could opt to digitize 
registration forms using data entry at the district 
registration centres where all completed registration 
forms are eventually brought in. The CRVS system in 
Mozambique is an illustrative example of this approach. 
Although the system in Mozambique also relies on 
mobile notifications, the registration forms are digitized 
at district registration offices by data entry clerks. A 
system that catered for a significantly smaller number 
of district registration offices would be much cheaper 
than is the case with highly decentralized digitization, as 
in the case in the United Republic of Tanzania. A more 
detailed cost assessment may be necessary to quantify 
the benefits of each approach. 

What makes a comparison between the United Republic 
of Tanzania and Mozambique difficult, however, is that 
in the United Republic of Tanzania, birth certificates 
are issued immediately after the registration form is 
completed, while in Mozambique the certification 
requires a decision from a district registrar. 

The experience of both countries is nevertheless quite 
relevant when deciding on the approach to digitization 
in countries with highly decentralized registration 
systems that are yet to be digitized, (such as Zambia and 
Ethiopia).

RItA 
headquarters 

Verification of mobile upload data against scanned forms 
Verified registration record entered into birth register

 Districts 
District registrars

Registration data entered 
in mobile application and 
uploaded via mobile network 

Collected registration forms 
scanned and scanned copies 
uploaded to RITA database 

Registration data entered 
in mobile application and 
uploaded via mobile network 

Wards 
Ward executive officers 

Completed registered forms 
physically handed over to 
district registrar

health facilities 
Health worker

the verification process
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the verification process 
Every record in the central civil register databases is 
verified before being marked as official. The verification 
operator at RITA headquarters ensures that the digital 
record created on receipt of the mobile notification 
fully corresponds to the information written on the 
registration form. Only when all the information 
is verified, and corrected where necessary, is the 
registration record marked as official in the civil register. 
If any gross mismatch is identified, RITA initiates a 
follow up at the registration point where the information 
was originally created. To facilitate this process, the 
registration assistants are instructed to add the parents’ 
mobile numbers to the registration forms. 

The verification process is critical for maintaining the 
integrity of the registration process. For legal reasons, 
the data received via mobile notifications cannot 
be deemed a legally valid registration record. Only 
information entered on paper registration forms and duly 
signed by an appointed registration official is valid in 
legal proceedings. Therefore, before an electronic record 
can be used as an official registration record, the officials 
need to ensure that the data fully match what is written 
on the paper registration form. 

While the verification process may appear redundant, 
it allows the authorities to spot any inconsistencies 
between the mobile data records and the registration 
forms, to correct them and (if there are gross 
mismatches), to request a clarification from the 
registration authorities in the field. To facilitate this 
process, registration assistants are instructed to add 
parents’ mobile numbers to the registration forms. 

Deciding on the certification method
District registrars in 169 district councils across the 
United Republic of Tanzania have primary responsibility 
for coordinating registration activities in wards and 
health facilities. In addition, they cater for the archiving 
of all completed registration forms and ensure that 
the completed forms are scanned, and the resulting 
digital scans communicated to RITA headquarters. 
This approach is different from other countries in 
the region, where district registrars are given much 
broader responsibilities. The differences arise from the 
different approach to the certification process. In the 

In addition, one of the golden standards of civil 
registration is the requirement to receive the same 
information from two independent sources in order to 
complete the registration record. Traditionally, this two-
step process played the role of safeguarding against 
fabrication of registration records. For this reason, the 
process of obtaining information from the informants 
and the process of registration upon request by parents 
are two distinct processes. As this two-stop process is 
not strictly followed in the field in the United Republic of 
Tanzania, the verification process at RITA ensures that 
the two-step approach is still implemented. 

While in Mozambique verification of registration records 
is the responsibility of district registrars, in the United 
Republic of Tanzania the verification is done by RITA 
employees. There is also another important difference. 
In Mozambique, the registration certificate can only 
be issued after the district registrar has verified that 
the electronic record in the civil register database 
corresponds to what is written on the registration form. 
In the United Republic of Tanzania, the registration 
certificate is issued prior to verification and it is assumed 
that the data on the certificate fully matches the 
information on the registration part of the form. There 
are not many opportunities to determine if this is the 
case, as the registration and certification take place at 
the same time. Where there is a difference between 
the data on the registration form and the certificate, it 
can only be spotted if the information on the certificate 
is directly verified against the information on the civil 
register database. 

United Republic of Tanzania, birth certificates are issued 
immediately after registration is completed, while in 
other countries (like Mozambique) the certificates are 
issued either at the central registration authority or at 
the district office after the registration form is verified by 
the district registrar.

When deciding on the certification process, Tanzanian 
authorities opted for issuing certificates right at the 
registration points located in wards and health facilities, 
to eliminate the need to take second visits to the 
registration authorities (diacritic council) to obtain 

application: validation of birth records 
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certificates. Historically, low demand for birth certificates 
led the system designers to conclude that few people 
would actually travel to the district council in order to 
obtain a certificate. 

Given that birth certificates are issued immediately after 
the registration form is completed, for RITA it is very 
important to obtain the registered information in digital 
format as soon as possible. In these circumstances, 
collecting digital information using mobile technology is 
the most appropriate decision.

The results of the introduction of decentralized 
registration in 10 regions so far shows that almost the 
entire backlog of unregistered children under 5 has been 
cleared. 

The downside of the United Republic of Tanzania’s 
registration system is that there are few safeguards 
against false or falsified registration at registration 
points, which is a potential threat to the credibility of 
the entire registration system. Given the widespread 
perception of low utility of birth certificate and birth 
registration in the United Republic of Tanzania, the 
vast majority of the registration requests are likely to 
be genuine. But this could change in the future as the 
CRVS system becomes more tied to other services 
(for example, the ID issuance process) and the value of 
possessing the certificate increases. 

The fact that the experiences of these two countries are 
so different leads to the conclusion that the decision on 
the most appropriate certification processes is about 
striking a balance between the need to achieve high 
registration rates and the need to preserve the integrity 

The introduction of mobile technologies for data 
digitization is also a good example of public-private 
partnership, between RITA and the mobile operator 
TIGO. TIGO is one of the largest Tanzanian mobile 
operators and operates in many parts of the world. 
In line with its global approach of promoting an 
image of a socially responsible company, TIGO has 
developed a good relationship with UNICEF, which 
it recognizes as a reliable partner for ensuring that 
TIGO’s support is channelled to projects with a clear 
social impact. TIGO provides free-of-charge access 
to its mobile communication infrastructure for digital 

of the registration process. If integrity concerns prevail, 
digitization and certification at district level clearly wins. 
But if a high registration rate is the main goal, highly 
decentralized registration/certification is a better option. 
To help achieve the best of both worlds, certification at 
district level will only result in equally high registration 
rates if people are provided with strong enough 
incentives to make the decision to take a second trip to 
the district office an easy one. 

Another useful advantage of highly decentralized 
digitization is that it enables near real-time monitoring 
of the registration process at each registration point. 
So far this has allowed RITA and UNICEF to follow 
developments in the field and react when registration at 
specific registration points does not follow anticipated 
or established trends. The data analytics provide a 
range of indicators that are being used for reporting 
on the registration progress. For instance, in the early 
phases of the rolling out of decentralized registration, 
a RITA official used data analytics tools to generate 
near real-time statistical reports on the registration 
process, broken down by day, age, registration growth 
rates, estimated timeframe for achieving 100 per cent 
coverage and so on. These reports are used to inform 
a wide range of government stakeholders, including in 
situations when decisions had to be made on project 
financing. These tools certainly helped RITA to raise its 
profile with the Government and society in general. By 
being able to deliver user-friendly graphical presentation 
of the registration progress in the field, all interested 
stakeholders and the public at large can make informed 
judgements on the quality of RITA’s work and the work 
of specific regional/district authorities. 

data transmission, it has procured and distributed 
the mobile smart devices used at registration points, 
and it developed the mobile application used for data 
digitization and transfer. Finally, TIGO also employed its 
resources to support an awareness-raising campaign. 
It is unclear whether TIGO would be willing to enter 
into partnership with RITA alone. Being associated 
with UNICEF, on the other hand, provides much better 
visibility.

Broad reliance on TIGO’s expertise is a major obstacle 
to ensuring a sustainable system. TIGO developed 

mobile birth registration data capture as means to inform progress monitoring dashboard
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the platform to transfer registration data over its 
mobile network infrastructure and provides critical 
technical expertise. Still, in spite of successful long-
term cooperation on the project, TIGO’s dedication 
to the project cannot be guaranteed. Company policy 
may change in the future. RITA does not control the 
software platform for communication, and so this cannot 
be simply transferred to a different mobile operator. 
Unless TIGO is willing to hand over the system design 
documentation, RITA remains in a mobile vendor lock-in. 

RITA should be prepared, if needs be, to utilize another 
commercial service provider in line with existing public 
procurement procedures. To this end, RITA should 
assume ownership of the technical specifications for 
the procurement of such services and assess the price 
range at which these services could be procured. Until 
this is done, information on the actual costs of the 
entire service, as well as the cost of technical expertise 
required to run such services, remains with TIGO only. 

Apart from the United Republic of Tanzania, many other 
countries have begun using mobile devices for the 
registration of vital life events. In many countries the 
introduction of these mobile platforms also resulted 
from cooperation between UNICEF and local mobile 
operators. This cooperation has resulted in a variety of 
ways of implementing locally (i.e. Mozambique, the 
United Republic of Tanzania, Uganda and Pakistan). 
Nevertheless, each of these solutions, though bespoke 
by design, relies on similar principles and shares 
many similarities. This potentially puts UNICEF in a 
unique position to leverage established partnerships 
at local level and explore options for cooperation 
with the GSM Association in order to develop mobile 
software/ICT platform specifications or standards that 
can be replicated in different countries as needed. 
Development of such platforms and their corresponding 
specifications or standards will complement efforts to 
develop an Open CRVS standard and would also provide 
an important instrument to national civil registration 
authorities to use when procuring mobile operator 
services. Equally, mobile operators would be in a 
position to develop affordable service packages that 
meet certain specifications and can be offered as a 
service to the registration authorities. 

complementary registration procedure 
In parallel to the decentralized registration processes, 
RITA also operates an electronic registration system 
– Birth Registration System 4th Generation (BRS4G) 
– using a custom-built ICT system implemented 
in a limited number of urban areas. Like with the 
decentralized system, registration can be completed, 
and a birth certificate obtained during a single visit to the 
registration office. Rather than using a mobile platform, 
registration data is entered directly into designated 
registration software running on a desktop computer 
and automatically uploaded to RITA over the internet 
and stored in the electronic civil register running on a 
platform procured from a vendor in Pakistan.

This is a parallel registration platform, implemented 
in few urban locations in Dar es Salaam that does not 
compete with and is complementary to the ongoing 
decentralized registration system. It has been developed 

as part of another project RITA that committed to 
implement and for which it received financial donations 
prior to making the strategic decision to build a 
decentralized registration system. 

Death registration 
Death registration is expected to undergo a similar 
transformation, and it will be decentralized in a similar 
fashion to birth registration. The notification and 
registration part of the process will largely be the 
responsibility of ward registration officials, as few deaths 
occur at health facility level. The Ministry of Health is 
working towards developing capacity at district level to 
cater for a sufficient number of health executive officers 
who will be tasked with conducting verbal autopsies 
to accurately codify the cause of death following 
notification of the death. 

It is expected that first region will soon roll out 
decentralized death registration, with the full impact 
of the new system yet to be determined. However, 
UNICEF’s role in the process is unclear. While birth 
registration is within UNICEF’s mandate, death 
registration is not. It also appears that other developing 
agencies are not yet willing to step in with similar 
resources to those that UNICEF provided for birth 
registration.

marriage and divorce registration
New policies have also been introduced for the 
registration of marriage. According to new regulations, 
marriages conducted by religious leaders are recognized 
as valid, and the religious authorities can complete 
and issue marriage certificates. These certificates are 
produced in three copies: one is given to the married 
couple, the second is kept by the religious authority, 
and the third is expected to be submitted to RITA 
headquarters, where the record should be entered 
into the marriage register database. However, RITA 
officials reported that they only receive their designated 
copy in a limited number of cases, meaning that this 
obligation is largely ignored by the religious authorities. 
This aspect of the CRVS system is not seen as a 
priority by development agencies, and as such no major 
international organization is specifically following up on 
this particular aspect of the CRVS system. 

registration of refugees and migrants 
According to UNHCR data, there are approximately 
365,000 refugees in the United Republic of Tanzania, 
hosted mainly in regions bordering Burundi. In line 
with the decentralization strategy, all health facilities 
operating within the camps will be tasked with 
registering births and deaths of refugees in the same 
fashion as in the rest of Tanzania. The legal framework 
does not create limitations or pose additional burdens 
in terms of presenting legal proofs of citizenship or 
identity. It appears that identity data established by 
UNHCR are being recognized as valid. The UNHCR office 
in the United Republic of Tanzania maintains that it does 
not expect significant issues to arise with regard to civil 
registration of the refugee population; however, the new 
decentralized CRVS system will only be rolled out in the 
regions hosting refuges later in 2018. UNHCR indicated 
a degree of concern among some refugees that 
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enrolling in the official Tanzanian civil registration system 
could result in problems when it comes to reclaiming 
citizenship in their states of origin. 

Back office data management 
All verified registration data are stored in an electronic 
database on servers operated by RITA. The platform that 
hosts the database has been procured from a private, 
foreign (Pakistani) vendor, which was contracted until 
September 2018 to cater for system maintenance. 
RITA has not yet decided how to cater for system 
support after the contract expires. In contacts with 
RITA officials, it was not possible to obtain further 
details on the commercial aspects of this arrangement. 
It appears that this information has not been shared 
with country UNICEF officials. The capacity of RITA’s 
IT staff appears to be sufficient to keep the system up 
and running; however, it might not be easy to upgrade 
or reconfigure the software platform to meet new 
needs and respond to newly introduced requirements 
at a later stage without support from the hardware/
software solution provider. Unlike other countries visited 
as part of the review project, in the United Republic of 
Tanzania availability of local expertise is scarce, and if 
it does exist it is not sufficiently utilized. The UNICEF 
country office is not heavily involved in the back-end 
side of data processing as, for the time being, back-
end data processing does not have a major influence 
on the rolling out of decentralized registration. Both 
the registration form and the registration certificate 
are completed on the spot, and what happens at the 
back office does not affect processes in the field. The 
verification process that ensures that data captured 
in the field are accurately transferred to the back-end 
database was developed locally by the University of Dar 
es Salaam, with UNICEF support. 

The ICT infrastructure comprises:

•	 a	mobile-based	platform	for	data	communication	with	
mobile application and a back-end database operated 
by TIGO.

•	 a	back-end	database	developed	by	a	vendor	in	
Pakistan and hosted at RITA, which stores and 
processes digital registration forms and scans. These 
are accessed through an application programme 
interface (API) to the TIGO database. The data 
analytics software is part of the back-end platform.

•	 The	application	for	data	verification	is	built	on	top	of	
the back-end platform, and it was developed by the 
University of Dar es Salaam. 

There is little evidence of a systemic long-term 
strategy for system support from RITA building, and 
relationships are not being developed with the national 
ICT community to ensure appropriate ICT support from 
local experts capable of maintaining one of the public 
authorities’ critical information systems. This presents 
a long-term risk to the overall sustainability of the ICT 
platform that supports registration.

Historical paper records 
The vast majority of all historical registration archives are 
still only available as paper-based records kept in district 
registration offices across the country. To date, there 
have been no initiatives to digitize historical records. 

Therefore, the only information available in electronic 
format in the civil register database is about the 
population under 5 years of age and has been collected 
under the decentralized project. It is a low proportion 
of the registration records of the whole population. 
The value of this database for the rest of the public 
administration will increase as the number of digital 
records grows and supersedes the number of paper-
based records. But it may take decades to reach that 
point if the legacy paper registration archive continues 
not to be digitized. To bridge this gap, many countries 
have already digitized their historical records, or are in 
the process of doing so. 

interconnection and interoperability 
The agreement for better coordination between RITA, 
the Ministry of Local Government and the Ministry of 
Health in the registration process has been motivated 
from the very beginning by the understanding that only 
increased and universal coverage of civil registration 
will enable collection of comprehensive data that will 
inform the work of local and health authorities. This 
understanding implies that once data are available, they 
will be shared in a controlled environment, not only with 
local and health authorities but also with other public 
authorities, including the National Bureau of Statistics 
and the National Identification Authority (NIDA). 

Data sharing between various public authorities which 
process personal data takes place on the basis of 
mutual agreements, regulated by memorandums of 
understanding. These agreements provide a legal basis 
for the implementation of an application programming 
interface (API) that enables one ICT platform to access 
data from another authority’s ICT platform. 

Despite progress achieved through establishing 
interconnection between individual databases, at 
national level the connections between different pubic 
information systems, often including within the same 
authority, remains fragmented. These interconnections 
have been implemented using ad hoc standards, largely 
incompatible across the public sector. Therefore, full 
interoperability and data storage meeting mutually 
agreed standards are not yet in place. All authorities 
acknowledged that full interoperability should be the 
ultimate goal, but only relatively modest steps have 
been taken under the leadership of the E-Government 
Agency. Several studies have been commissioned; 
these are expected to provide inputs for discussions 
on development and implementation of interoperability 
standards. 

A personal unique identifier, designed as a logical 
construct or a random number, is being used in many 
countries to ensure unambiguous identification of 
persons in databases and to prevent multiple identities 
or multiple records being created for the same person. 
More importantly, it provides key information for 
linking information about a specific person across 
different information systems, provided that there is an 
agreement among all these systems to use the same 
unique identifier. 

There is broad understanding among various actors in 
the United Republic of Tanzania that unique identifiers 
will have to be introduced at some point. Currently 
RITA and NIDA claim to be best positioned to generate 
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unique identifiers for the entire population. NIDA has 
already registered almost the entire adult population 
in the national ID register, and each person has been 
assigned a unique ID number. However, RITA does 
not assign a unique ID number during the registration 
process. Registration form serial numbers can only be 
used as unique identifies within RITA systems. UNICEF 
believes that the next generation of registration forms 
should contain NIDA ID numbers for the mother and 
father, which could facilitate integration of personal 
information between RITA and NIDA. International 
experience does suggest that unique identifiers should 
be assigned right after birth and afterwards used by all 
public ICT platforms to uniquely identify that person. 
The reality in the United Republic of Tanzania, however, 
is that RITA keeps rather less personal information in 
electronic form, compared to agencies such as NIDA, 
than would substantiate any bid to become the agency 
tasked with issuing unique identification numbers for 
the entire population. This may change once the number 
of registered people increases, or historical registration 
records have been digitized.

vital statistics
Vital health statistics linked with birth data are generally 
collected and kept at the Ministry of Health. Newly 
redesigned birth registration forms do not contain 

many fields that could be used as sources for health-
related statistics data. While this is unusual, part of 
the reason for this is that for almost 95 per cent of all 
births, whether at or outside health facilities, mothers 
turn up with their children for mandatory immunization 
not long after the birth, at which point they are 
provided with a mother and child health card. This is 
also the point at which most health-related statistical 
information is collected for children born outside health 
facilities. However, as there cannot be a similar parallel 
mechanism for registration of death, a new death 
registration form is being designed with the aim of 
capturing a broader range of relevant death statistics 
data. 

For the National Bureau of Statistics, the ongoing 
rolling out of decentralized birth registration and the 
high registration rates achieved are seen as a strong 
indication that in the future RITA will be able to provide 
the Bureau with reliable information for use in the 
compilation of countrywide statistics. For this to 
happen, the Bureau supports the creation of a national 
interoperability framework that would enable it to benefit 
from the registration data kept by RITA.

List of consulted institutions

national identification authority – niDa

national Bureau of statistics

registration, insolvency and trusteeship agency (rita)

unHcr tanzania

university of Dar es salaam 

unicEF country office tanzania
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uGAnDA
institutional setup 
The civil registration and vital statistics system 
in Uganda is currently undergoing an institutional 
transformation that provides a new opportunity 
to address the low rates of registration. A recent 
breakthrough achieved by utilizing mobile technologies 
for remote birth registration demonstrates that higher 
registration rates can be achieved by leveraging mobile 
operator network coverage in remote areas. A mobile 
birth registration solution that was conceptualized 
and developed by UNICEF in partnership with Uganda 
Telecom has been implemented by the Uganda 
Registration Service Bureau (URSB) which, until recently, 
was the authority responsible for registration of vital 
life events. At local level, a mobile registration solution 
has been implemented in coordination with local district 
authorities and a limited number of health facilities. 
Further rollout of the mobile-based registration solution 
was interrupted by institutional reforms that followed the 
adoption of the 2015 Registration of Persons Act. This 
Act transferred civil registration responsibilities from the 
URSB to the newly established National Identification 
and Registration Authority (NIRA). 

Birth registration rates in Uganda have traditionally 
been low. In 2006, only 21 per cent of the population 
had some form of birth certificate. A DHS report in 
2016 indicated that by 2011 birth registration rates had 
reached 31 per cent, and they managed to stabilize at 32 
per cent in 2016. With the increase of birth registration 
coverage in focus, death registration, including rates 
of registration of other vital life events, have generally 
remained low.

While moderate successes in increasing coverage rates 
from 2011 to 2016 may suggest a lack of dedication to 
broadening civil registration coverage, the introduction 
of a digitized communication of registered information, 
and institutional and legislative changes introduced in 
2015, promised to bring progress in this area. Uganda’s 
CRVS system is expected to undergo a major overhaul 
as result of institutional reforms and the merging of 
responsibilities for civil registration and civil identification 
introduced by the 2015 Registration of Persons Act. 
The URSB, which until 2015 was responsible for 
civil registration, had already initiated digitization of 
birth registration services by enabling digital capture 
and the transfer of registered data at district level. 
The digitization was achieved by taking advantage of 
mobile network services to communicate registration 
data from remote areas. Digitization was a product of 
UNICEF initiative and advocacy, which resulted in the 
introduction of digital data transfer platforms developed 
in cooperation with Uganda Telecom. 

The adoption of the 2015 Registration of Persons Act 
marked a major policy shift in prioritizing the issuing of 
national identity cards while recognizing civil registration 
as the primary source of evidence of identity. 
Recognizing the importance of links between civil 
registration and civil identification, NIRA was established 
to take responsibility for registration of vital life events 
and issuing national identity cards. Its responsibilities 
were further extended to verify registered vital life 
events and ensure the unambiguous identification 
of both citizens and non-citizens in the territory of 

Uganda. As result of institutional changes, existing 
civil registration business processes are expected to 
undergo changes. However, NIRA has not yet came out 
with concrete proposals. In the meantime, registration 
of vital life events continues largely to follow business 
processes introduced by the URSB and operates a civil 
registration database platform inherited from the URSB. 

After assuming ownership over civil registration and 
the identification process, NIRA primarily focused on 
enrolling the adult population into the civil identification 
register and issuing national identity cards. Issuing 
national identity cards has been seen by political 
stakeholders as a critical step towards ensuring 
the integrity and accuracy of voter lists and the 
unambiguous identification of voters at the upcoming 
elections. In such an environment, NIRA deprioritized 
overhauling civil registration business processes. 
Nevertheless, NIRA authorities acknowledge that 
civil registration as a whole will be its next most 
important project and will be critical to ensure the 
integrity and credibility of NIRA’s identity management 
system. In fact, NIRA’s management anticipates that 
civil registration will be the largest component of its 
operations in the future. NIRA intends to build on the 
successful rolling out of national identity cards to inform 
development of a future civil registration process in 
a manner that results in a dramatic increase in civil 
registration coverage rates. 

Birth registration business processes
While the NIRA is yet to decide on business processes 
for the registration of vital life events, currently civil 
registration processes largely follow the model 
previously introduced by the URSB in cooperation with 
UNICEF. This model provides some important lessons 
learned, in terms of the benefits and facilitation that 
digitization and use of mobile technologies can bring 
to the registration process. Equally, it reveals the 
importance of introducing innovations that enhance 
cooperation between civil registration, health and 

2016 DHs report – regional distribution of birth registration rates 
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mobile vrs – front end web application landing page 

local authorities by establishing local management 
mechanisms to support registration in the field.

NIRA is currently the custodian of the birth register 
inherited from the URSB, while birth registration is the 
responsibility of local and health authorities originally 
appointed by the URSB as field registration agents. 
Leveraging logical government administrative structures 
and support of local health authorities, registration points 
were established at district level while sub-county level 
authorities are tasked with collecting information from 
informants (mostly midwives or immediate relatives) and 
recording this information as formal notifications of birth. 
Sub-county authorities transfer completed registration 
forms to the district authorities. Registered information 
collected at district level is further communicated to 
NIRA headquarters in Kampala, where all birth records 
have been stored permanently. 

Before the Registration of Persons Act was adopted, 
district authorities were authorized to issue ‘short birth 
certificates’ that served as proof of registration, and also 
had a limited legal value as proof of birth and identity (for 
instance, during enrolment in elementary or secondary 
school). Following legislative changes this certificate was 
renamed a ‘birth notification’.

The URSB headquarters was the only location where 
birth certificates (also known as ‘long birth certificates’) 
could be obtained, that is the single document 
universally recognized as proof of birth and identity. 
This type of certificate was specifically required for 
enrolment at universities or when applying for travel 
documents.

UNICEF, in cooperation with Uganda Telecom, introduced 
a major novelty in the established business process by 
enabling digitization of collected registration data and 
their digital transfer from district registration points to 

URSB headquarters. This cooperation led to introduction 
of the Mobile Vital Records System (Mobile VRS), 
which enabled mobile phone users in communities 
to relay birth and death notifications via Unstructured 
Supplementary Service Data (USSD), a protocol used 
by GSM (Global System for Mobile Communications) 
mobile telephones to communicate with the service 
provider’s computers. Mobile VRS consists of the main 
back office application – originally hosted at URBS 
– and a web-based application that can run in a web 
browser on any computer connected to the internet. 
The web application enables district officials to transfer 
information from paper-based registration forms directly 
to the URSB’s back office component of the Mobile VRS 
platform. Access to the application is only possible if 
access credentials assigned by the URSB are entered. 

Mobile VRS is also designed to operate at healthcare 
facilities. Mothers can register their children’s births 
immediately after delivery, or when they come back 
for immunization or health check-ups. For example, in 
healthcare settings where children are born in hospitals, 
local administrators simply enter and upload birth details 
to a web-based Mobile VRS application and transfer this 
information to the birth register custodian through a 
mobile network or fibreoptic link. Data are transferred 
almost instantaneously, and this cuts the uncertainty 
about whether or when the registration records will 
reach the national birth register.

Further to a web-based application, by using mobile 
technologies and by utilizing USSD communication 
protocol, registration information can be communicated 
to the URSB from any mobile phone operated by 
registration officials, as long as the information is 
communicated using a URSB-authorized sim card. 
The sim cards have been provided to a network of 
registration agents, usually village chiefs.
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schematic presentation of transfer of registration data through the mobile operator network 

The introduction of Mobile VRS also demonstrated the 
value of public-private partnership in a situation where 
commercial companies recognize the value of partnering 
with the state on projects of national interest. In the 
case of Uganda Telecom, the company anticipated 
that the partnership would contribute to an increase in 
the number of subscribers. The value is generated by 
appointing birth registration agents as Uganda Telecom 
airtime re-sellers. This expands the company’s reach 
in remote areas. There was also an expectation that 
parents enrolling their children in the birth register would 
have the opportunity of benefitting from special offers 
made to new subscribers. The mobile operator could 
also expect increased revenues from the service usage. 
By entering this type of partnership, the operator may 
further expand the range of services (such as SMS 
notification of the availability of the certificate, SMS 
verification of the registration, or use of mobile money 
services to pay for the registration fees). Finally, the 
operator could benefit from selling data transfer modem 
dongles to government institutions in areas where 
landline or fibreoptic networks are not yet available. 

In spite of the initial progress achieved, for the time 
being USSD-based mobile registration has been 
suspended, partly due the transfer of registration 
responsibilities from the URSB to the NIRA, and partly 
due to services restricted to subscribers of Uganda 
Telecom.

Mobile VRS is now operational in all 135 government 
and missionary hospitals and 36 out of 112 districts 
across Uganda. In the administrative units where it 
is operational, birth registration rates have increased 
from 30 per cent in 2011 to approximately 65 per cent 
today, compared to a nominal increase from 21 per 
cent in 2006 to 30 per cent in 2014. This means is that 

in the districts where Mobile VRS is operational (most 
of the 58 districts in the country), it has contributed 
to registering more than 50 per cent of their district’s 
births, with some districts registering more than 70 per 
cent of their district’s births. 

UNICEF played a critical role in the rolling out of Mobile 
VRS and its continued operation. Local authorities 
benefiting from Mobile VRS largely depend on the 
logistical and financial support of UNICEF. This support 
extends to the procurement of stationery, registration 
materials, some ICT equipment and internet data 
transfer expenses. Where possible, ICT equipment 
already available at local authority level has been utilized 
for the platform. Registration data has mainly been 
transferred using mobile networks from private mobile 
devices owned by local officials.

institutional reform and lessons learned 
The digitization of civil registration business processes 
involves a range of innovations that will inform future 
NIRA civil registration business processes. Following 
the withdrawal of URSB leadership and supervision of 
registration at district level, local authorities appear to 
be finding it difficult to sustain achieved registration 
coverage rates. Issues such as ensuring provision of 
registration forms and stationery supplies, covering 
digital data transfer expenses and ensuring external ICT 
support, have become increasingly challenging. While 
coordination among registration actors is becoming 
increasingly difficult as a result of the lack of support 
from NIRA, ongoing support from the UNICEF country 
office ensures the sustainability of registration activities. 

NIRA has not yet succeeded in fulfilling its leadership 
role in coordinating the work of local and health civil 
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registration agents. For its nationwide rollout of national 
identity cards NIRA relies mainly on local election 
authorities and, so far, has had no experience of working 
with district civil registration authorities. Despite 
the importance of strengthening cooperation with 
district registration authorities, establishing stronger 
cooperation with health authorities appears to be even 
more important. According to the 2016 Demographic 
and Health Survey, almost 71 per cent of all births in 
Uganda take place at health facilities. These facilities 
are categorised as health facility categories I, II, III, and 
IV, but only health facilities at level IV are designated 
as registration points. Statistics, however, reveal that 
almost 93 per cent of all births at health facilities occur 
at health facility levels I, II and III. An agreement that 
would enable all health facilities to serve as registration 
points could therefore significantly increase birth 
registration coverage.

Death registration, as well as registration of other vital 
life events, has not seen any major improvements. Lack 
of attention to these aspects of civil registration partly 
arises from the lack of a major international organization 
on the ground that specifically targets these services 
as a priority, unlike for birth registration where UNICEF 
builds on its strong mandate for child protection to 
provide support. In local administrative units, many of 
these vital events are taken note of and registered on 
forms that are locally designed and procured. However, 
this information is only communicated to the central 
CRVS authority on rare occasions. Therefore, official 
certificates cannot be issued. 

Before the introduction of Mobile SRV, birth registration 
also experienced similar difficulties. ‘Short birth 
certificates’ that could be obtained at district level were 
accepted as proof of identity and date of birth for most 
purposes. A ‘long birth certificate’ was only required 
when someone applied for higher education or for travel 
documents, and it could only be obtained at the URSB 
headquarters in Kampala. In practice, such a certificate 
was only needed by a relatively small proportion of the 
population. Due to low demand, local authorities rarely 
made efforts to communicate registered information to 
the custodian of the birth register.

civil registration as a critical component of the 
national identity management framework
The recent policy shift that led to the establishment 
of NIRA and which came as a recognition of the 
importance of the links between civil registration 
and civil identification was a paradigm shift when it 
came to recognizing the value of civil registration for 
protecting fundamental rights and ensuring efficient 
public governance. The lack of mechanisms for the 
unambiguous identification of every individual means 
that no safeguards were in place to prevent the 
creation of fabricated identities as beneficiaries of 
public services or to prevent the creation of fictitious 
identities on public sector payrolls. Equally, fraudulent 
identities on voter lists were becoming a major political 

problem and threatening the integrity of the electoral 
process. By establishing the NIRA and enacting new 
registration legislation, the Government gave priority 
to establishment of a national identification register 
and the issuing of national identity cards. The register 
comprises biographical information and corresponding 
biometric information in the form of photos and ten 
fingerprints of each individual. With the ability to ensure 
biometric verification and deduplication in the central 
register, the system is designed to ensure that every 
person can have only one identity in the register and one 
valid identity card issued in their names. Other than the 
unique biometric identifier, each identity is assigned with 
one national identification number to enable the identity 
to be found in the national identification register.

Birth registration is recognized as the main source of 
evidence of biographical identity data and is linked 
to personal biometric identifiers in the process of 
enrolment in the national identity card programme. 
Death registration, on the other hand, is a vital event 
that signals to the authorities that the linked national 
identity card is no longer valid and that the holder is no 
longer eligible for state-provided services. Finally, any 
other vital life events, such as marriage, divorce and 
adoption, are important for ensuring the accuracy of 
biographical identity data on national identity cards and 
on the national identification register. 

Driven largely by a political agenda and the goal of 
ensuring the integrity of voter registration in the 
forthcoming elections, NIRA prioritized the issuing of 
national identification cards. Over the period of a year 
and a half NIRA managed to enrol almost the entire adult 
population in the national identification register, and to 
provide them with secure national identity cards. At local 
level, NIRA completed the enrolment by relying on local 
election authorities already experienced in compiling and 
updating voter lists. The rollout was supported by parish 
authorities, which in addition to mobilizing the population 
for the enrolment also verified biographical identity 
information for the majority of the population who could 
not provide evidence of identity in certified formats, such 
as birth certificates. 

As anticipated, once most of the adult population 
was enrolled in the civil identification register, the 
deduplication of the database revealed widespread 
fraud in the public sector, as a significant number 
of employees could not be accounted for. Fictitious 
beneficiaries could also be removed from lists of 
recipients of state-guaranteed benefits. The process 
therefore helped increase confidence in the functioning 
of the public governance authorities. 
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Building upon the success of the national identity 
card project at eliminating fraudulent access 
to services, NIRA further enlarged the scope 
of identification enrolment to encompass all 
students attending elementary, secondary and 
high schools. The enrolment of students was 
initiated with the goal of accurately identifying 
and capturing the total number of students in 
each school and being able to accurately project 
financial subsidies to schools. As subsidies 
are calculated on the basis of the number of 
students attending the school, there were 
widespread allegations that many schools 
provided inflated numbers of students to obtain 
higher financial subsidies. Aiming to eliminate 
these practices, the Government tasked NIRA 
with enrolling all school students in the national 
identification register: this has now been 
successfully completed. The student enrolment 
process differs from standard business process 
in that, other than capturing relevant biographical 
information, biometric data is not collected. A 
national identification number is assigned to each 
student and national cards are issued without biometric 
information. 

Enrolment of students in civil identification had 
important consequences for civil registration. It can be 
safely assumed that the enrolment of students also 
equates to late birth registration of children above 5 
years of age attending education facilities. Similarly, it 

nira promotional material showcasing benefits of students’ enrolment in the 
national identification register 

can be safely assumed that, with its responsibility for 
the integrated civil registration and civil identification 
register, the NIRA is in a position to issue legally 
valid birth certificates to all those enrolled in the civil 
identification register. Thus, for most of the population 
above 5 years of age, the backlog of the non-registered 
population has been cleared. This development provides 
a somewhat different picture in light of birth registration 
rates captured during the 2014 National Population and 
Housing Census. 

While the 2014 Census data suggest that for 
approximately 72 per cent of the population above 5 
years of age ‘no certificate’ could be presented, this is 
no longer the case. Following students’ enrolment in 
the national identification register, the percentage of the 
population above 5 years of age with ‘no certificate’ is 
now dramatically lower, and if reassessed it is likely to 
correspond with the total child population not attending 
school. 

Children below 5 years of age consequently make 
up the remaining backlog of the population that NIRA 
needs to register. NIRA authorities indicated that they 
are exploring clearing the backlog by conducting en 
masse enrolment in cooperation with local authorities. 

Nevertheless, NIRA authorities recognize that devising a 
system for accurate and timely registration of new births 
and deaths remains a challenge. 

One area in which NIRA plans to introduce major 
innovation is in promoting reliance on digital registration 
and digital certification and phasing out the need for 
paper certificates. As NIRA is making a transition from 
paper-based registers towards a fully digital platform, 
paper-based registers will be discontinued. In practice, 
the register has become a complex database that stores 
personal information spread over a range of different 
tables containing specific personal information and 
which are linked by national identification numbers or 
biometric identifiers. Traditional paper registers and 

2014 national Population and Housing census. total population by possession of a birth certificate 
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individual certificates can still be extracted and obtained 
at any registration point with direct access to the main 
database. Technically, these are generated as reports 
from the main database. 

The phasing out of paper-based registration will result 
in dramatic changes when it comes to the certification 
of registered information. Traditionally, long or short 
birth certificates were the only acceptable documents 
that could be used as proof of identity/birth. Obtaining a 
short certificate or birth notification required additional 
travel and time. In the case of long birth certificates, 
the procedure was so cumbersome that people would 
rarely acquire them. In NIRA’s long-term plans, a paper 
certificate will no longer be required as a means of 
certifying registered information. NIRA will enable 
authorities that require information from the birth 
register to access the NIRA database in a controlled 
environment, and to check legally valid registered 
information directly at the source database, replacing 
the need for the presentation of printed documentary 
evidence. 

This concept has been already demonstrated in practice 
in the case of verification of identity. For this purpose, 
NIRA launched the Third Party Interface platform, which 
enables other entities to interact and pick information 
from the National Identification Register in real time. 
This Interface has been ready for access and use since 
November 2017, and since then it has been successfully 
integrated with certain government entities, like 
the Uganda Investment Authority, to facilitate 
operationalization of a one-stop centre for business. It 
has also integrated with the Uganda Revenue Authority 
for payment verification and taxpayer registration, and 
with the Uganda Communications Commission for the 
verification of sim card applicants’ data. Other entities 
that also benefit from access to the civil identification 
database include the National Social Security Fund, 
Public Service, the Uganda Prisons Services and the 
Uganda Electoral Commission. NIRA provides access 
to and use of information on the National Identification 
Register under the Registration of Persons Act 2015 
and the Registration of Persons (access and use of 
information) Regulations 2015. 

Demonstrating an increased focus on digital services, 
NIRA also introduced mobile services which enabled 
citizens to access some critical identity-related services, 
such as: the status of national ID applications, the 
retrieval of National Identification Numbers, and 
information on how to apply, replace or change 
information on national ID. Access to these services 
is enabled by means of USSD messaging in instances 
where applicants supplied their mobile phone number 
when applying for a national identity card. 

Eventually, civil registration business processes will 
likely resemble the existing Mobile VRS system, as 
their value in ensuring digital transfer of registered 
information has been demonstrated. At present, 
however, NIRA does not yet take advantage of existing 

ICT infrastructure. Data from local outposts tasked 
with enrolment in the national identification register are 
transferred through physically transportation of USB 
flash drives. 

national ict infrastructure 
Uganda’s authorities are committed to standardization 
of the government’s critical ICT platforms and the 
development of regulatory framework to guide their 
operation while enabling data interoperability between 
the platforms. The regulatory framework and standards 
are important for enabling the type of registration 
services envisaged by NIRA, which are designed 
to operate primarily through an electronic means of 
verification and by the gradual phasing out of the need 
for paper-based documentary evidence.

The National Information Technology Authority-Uganda 
(NITA-U) was established under the NITA-U Act in 2009 
to coordinate and regulate information technology 
services in Uganda. NITA-U is tasked with coordinating, 
promoting and monitoring information technology 
developments in Uganda within the context of national 
social and economic development. The agency 
promotes standardization in the planning, acquisition, 
implementation, delivery, support and maintenance 
of information technology equipment and services to 
ensure uniformity in quality, adequacy and reliability of 
information technology usage throughout Uganda. It also 
promotes cooperation, coordination and rationalization 
among users and providers of information technology 
at national and local level, to avoid duplication of efforts 
and ensure optimal utilization of scarce resources. 

Based on NITA’s research on the need for e-services, 
verification of identity information, including age 
verification, is one of the e-services most sought-after 
by public authorities and commercial entities. As a 
result of NITA’s work, groundwork has been laid that 
will guide the establishment of e-government services. 
This work is intended to regulate and enforce standards 
for procurement of information technology hardware 
and software in all government ministries, departments 
and agencies. It also provides technical guidance for 
the establishment of e-Government, e-commerce and 
other e-transactions in Uganda. To enable e-services 
and a data sharing framework, the NITA has been 
exploring the benefits of introducing x-Road, which was 
designed and is widely used in the European Union. It is 
also looking into using Enterprise architecture, with the 
intention of enabling full interoperability between data 
stored in individual government databases. 

NITA has also developed communication platforms 
that all government authorities can benefit from, 
such as an SMS communication platform. In addition, 
cloud storage services have been developed that all 
government authorities can benefit from. Hand in hand 
with the development of cloud services, NITA has 
established a national data centre which offers data 
hosting capacity for public authorities in a controlled and 
secured environment. This approach is likely to result in 
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significant savings for public authorities, in terms of both 
equipment and human resources. More importantly, 
all authorities can benefit from a nationally developed 
platform, dramatically reducing risks of vendor lock. 

NITA also promotes and supports the growth of 
national ICT expert communities. It provides support 
to innovation incubators that frequently cooperate 
with NITA in providing software solutions to public 
authorities. This approach not only supports the local ICT 
expert community, but also provides the Government 
with the opportunity to benefit from local knowledge 
and carries the potential of becoming a form of public-
private partnership.

NITA is also taking the lead in the development of a 
national fibreoptic network with the goal of enabling 
fast data transfer connections for all district authorities. 
Provision of wireless connections is envisaged for 
remote areas where the authorities express explicit 
interest. This project has enabled many districts to 
switch from mobile network data transfer to a fibreoptic 
network. More detailed information on the National 
Backbone Infrastructure Project is available on NITA’s 
website.30 The switch from mobile to fast fibreoptic 
communication also reveals that, at least in the case 
of Mobile VRS, network speed is often not the main 

bottleneck for the operation of Mobile VRS. It would 
appear that the slow response of the web application is 
a result of a slow back-office database application. 

registration of the refugee population 
Uganda hosts the third largest number of refugees 
in the world: over a million individuals. Uganda’s 
legislation does not place any obstacles to access 
to registration of vital life statistics for the refugee 
population. District authorities are making every 
effort to ensure that births at refugee settlements are 
registered. In theory, the registration process is no 
different from the rest of the country. Health facilities 
collect information on newborns, including their parents, 
and that information is physically transferred to district 
authorities, which transfer this information via Mobile 
VRS to the birth register. It appears, however, that the 
process is suffering from a lack of coordination and 
technical support. In reality, this means that the official 
registration books may not be available at the health 
centres and instead makeshift ad hoc forms are being 
used. Ultimately, with support from NGOs, these forms 
are communicated to district authorities where, for 
the time being, they are only being stored. The district 
authorities appear to be lacking specific guidance from 
NIRA on how to arrange for digital transfer and the 
uploading of registered information.

30 https://www.nita.go.ug/projects/national-backbone-infrastructure-project-nbiegi

List of consulted institutions

national identification and registration authority - uganda

national information technology authority of uganda

unicEF country office uganda
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zAMBIA 
Background and institutional setup 
The latest available official data published by the Ministry 
of Interior of Zambia indicates that the birth registration 
rate reached 16.3 per cent for children under the age of 
5 in 2016. When combined with delayed registrations 
completed at above 5 years of age, some 40 per cent of 
the population up to 18 years of age have acquired birth 
certificates. The Department of National Registration 
Passport and Citizenship under the Ministry of Home 
Affairs (DNRPC) is the authority mandated to carry out 
civil registration, with representation in every district and 
facilities physically located at district headquarters. 

The Birth and Deaths Registration Act, Chapter 51 of the 
Laws of Zambia from 1973, provides a uniform law for 
registration of all births and deaths in Zambia without 
distinction of origin or descent. The birth notification 
aspect of the registration process is decentralized to 
all districts in the country. Until recently, certification 
of registered births was centralized at the DNRPC 
headquarters in the capital Lusaka, and birth and death 
certificates could be obtained at the headquarters. As 
part of ongoing reforms, DNRPC introduced a service 
through which birth certificates produced in the capital 
are transported back to the districts and distributed to 
persons who requested to register the vital events. All 
persons born after 14 March 1973 are required by law to 
obtain birth certificates, but historically low registration 
rates indicate that this provision has rarely been 
enforced. 

Low civil registration coverage has been long debated 
in regional forums in Africa, with a view to increasing 
awareness of the problems linked with low registration 
rates and to generating political commitments 
to address the problem. In the case of Zambia, 
recommendations from the second conference of 
African Ministers responsible for Civil Registration 
held in Durban in September 2012 resulted in a broad 
commitment to scale up efforts to improve CRVS 
systems. 

Against this background, Zambian authorities embarked 
on the development of the National Strategic Action 
Plan to reform and improve civil registration and vital 
statistics in Zambia by making strategic decisions to 
ensure better integration of health systems and local 
communities into civil registration, make better use of 
ICTs to improve CRVS, and ensuring closer coordination 
with the Central Statistical Office. Increasing demand for 
civil registration through awareness creation and public 
education has also been recognized as an important 
step towards achieving this goal. 

Building on this commitment the Zambian authorities, in 
collaboration with UNICEF, conducted a birth registration 
bottleneck analysis in 2012, looking specifically into 
the supply and demand aspects of the system. 
UNICEF’s work was complemented by internal DNRPC 
assessments of administrative bottlenecks conducted in 
Luapula’s Eastern and Southern Provinces. Building on 
the findings from these assessments, the Government 
adopted the 2015-2019 Civil Registration and Vital 
Statistics Strategic National Action Plan which, among 

other things, is intended to ensure universal birth 
registration coverage.

Key aspects of the Action Plan envisage decentralization 
of registration services by extending registration points 
to health facilities. DNRPC annual reports show that ever 
since birth registration desks were introduced at health 
facilities in 2013, birth registration figures have more 
than doubled, from 11 per cent in 2013 to 22 per cent in 
2018.

Supported by an EU grant of €1.2 million, UNICEF will 
be supporting the DNRPC to expand the number of 
registration points located in health facilities to a total of 
1,000 by 2020. By December 2019, 806 health facilities 
had already been included in the programme. As part of 
this EU/UNICEF-supported programme, campaigns are 
also being undertaken to reach vulnerable communities 
where many women give birth outside health facilities. 
This project, coupled with the decision to decentralize 
the issuing of civil registration certificates to provincial 
and district levels, is expected to improve the situation 
on the supply side. Overall, the project is intended to:

•	 Support	the	review	and	harmonize	all	civil	registration	
and vital statistics-related laws in order to promote 
birth registration.

•	 Support	the	creation	and	strengthening	of	CRVS	
sub-committees within the District Development 
Coordinating Committees to ensure a coordinated 
approach to implementation of birth registration 
activities by the various stakeholders.

•	 Support	the	development	of	resource	mobilization	and	
an advocacy package to ensure sustainable national 
treasury funding for birth registration.

•	 Support	the	partnership	between	the	Ministry	of	
Home Affairs and the Ministry of Health to provide 
birth registration services at community level through 
health facilities.

•	 Support	awareness	raising	among	communities	
to ensure they know about birth registration and 
have the ability to demand and effectively utilize the 
service.

Improvements are also being made in the area of death 
registration with support from Bloomberg Philanthropies 
within the framework of the Data for Health partnership 
platform. A government strategic decision to 
increasingly rely on digital platforms and the digitization 
of government services offers new opportunities for 
further advancing the CRVS agenda by making it part of 
the national digital identity management system.

Birth registration process
Despite positive developments in national regulatory 
frameworks, Zambia has one of the lowest civil 
registration coverage rates in the region. These low 
rates are a consequence of the lack of an enabling 
environment, problems arising from the centralized 
supply and service delivery system and, most 
importantly, low demand from communities. 
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In terms of the enabling environment, before reforms 
were implemented people had to travel long distances 
to reach district headquarters to register births 
and deaths. More importantly, in order to obtain a 
birth certificate, people had to travel to the DNRCP 
headquarters because certification was centralized. With 
staff burdened with processing applications from all 
over the country, certificates could take months to reach 
applicants, and some certificates never made it back to 
the children.

Despite obstacles on the supply side, the main issue 
linked with low registration rates was the lack of demand 
from the community. People generally did not see the 
value of possessing birth certificates as alternative 
documents, such as under-5 cards and affidavit forms, 
are generally accepted in place of birth certificates for 
accessing services such as health, social protection, 
education, national IDs, and passports, among others. 
While this was a positive gesture by Government in 
the short-term, unfortunately it contributed to low 
demand for birth registration. The centralization of the 
certification process did not help this process either. 
The extent to which the practical utility of the document 
is important for creating demand for civil registration is 
illustrated by the fact that, according to a World Bank 
report, by the age of 18 approximately 40 per cent of 
the population have a birth certificate. This shows that 
possessing the certificate becomes more important at a 
higher age because it is considered mandatory evidence 
of birth registration, for example, when emigrating or 
travelling abroad, or for admission to higher education. 
If the value of possessing a birth certificate significantly 
increases, practice shows that people will make more 
effort to obtain one. Another example that supports this 
argument is the distribution of National Registration 
Cards (NRCs), which are used as national identity cards. 
At present, the NRCs are the only form of identification 
for multiple purposes, whether to become registered 
for and issued with voter ID, to open bank accounts, to 
obtain sim cards for mobile phones, or for virtually any 
other transaction of importance. In practice, the process 
of obtaining an NRC is no less difficult than completing 
the registration of a birth or death, yet most of the 
population above 16 years of age have applied for and 
obtained NRCs. These examples further highlight the 
fact that education on the importance of CRVS is often 
not enough if it is not backed up by tangible evidence of 
the benefits that come from obtaining these documents 
in the short and longer terms 

The newly-designed birth and death registration system 
relies on the existing system but with some key 
innovations. First, birth certificates can now not only be 
printed in Lusaka but also at the National Registration 
office in the province where the registration took place. 
Secondly, other than the National Registration offices 
in the provinces, a range of health facilities in each 
of the districts have been appointed as registration 
points. Finally, a mechanism of ex-officio communication 
between the health facilities, district national registration 
offices, and provincial offices or Lusaka headquarters 

has been introduced, making the process less 
cumbersome for those citizens who would otherwise 
have had to visit different offices at different points 
in time to complete the registration and obtain the 
certificate. 

Within 12 months of a child’s birth, the parents can 
complete birth registration either at the health facility 
where the child was born if the facility already provides 
such services, or at the national registration office in 
their own districts. As a first step in the registration 
process, parent(s) or guardian(s) are required to 
complete ‘Notice of Birth’ Reg – Gen Form No. 14. If the 
child was born at a hospital or clinic (either government 
or private) a record of the birth is attached to the Notice 
of Birth. The parents are also required to provide a copy 
of their NRCs. If the birth did not take place at a health 
facility and an Under-5 Children’s Card is not available, 
the registration can only be completed at the national 
registration office in their district. If there is no birth 
record or Under-5 Children’s Card, an Affidavit Form M 
can be used.

If the birth is registered after 12 months, an Affidavit Reg 
– Form 12 needs to be completed for late registration. 
There is a provision on the form for applicants to give 
reasons why the birth was not registered within the 
stipulated period.

Based on documentary evidence provided, registration 
agents at health facilities complete the Notice of Birth. 
Notices of Birth are transferred at regular intervals to 
the national registration office in the district. Based on 
the notification of birth from the health facility, a new 
registration record is entered in the birth registration 
book by the district registrar. If the registration request 
is submitted at the District National Registration Office, 
the Notice of Birth and the entry in the birth registration 
book are completed at the same time. 

Currently, birth registration applications from districts are 
physically transferred to provincial registration offices or 
to Lusaka registration office for districts located within 
the capital city. At these centres, the information from 
the registration forms is digitized by means of data entry 
and transferred to the central birth register database. 
Each newly entered digital record from the registration 
form is also verified by an authorized registration official, 
which enables the option of printing birth certificates. 
Printed birth certificates are physically transferred 
back to the districts, and from there to the respective 
health facility. The whole process, from the moment 
of registration until the certificate is made available for 
collection at the original registration point, takes about 
one month. 

The Ministry of Home Affairs has made a strategic 
commitment to work towards expanding the points of 
digitization and issuance of certificates down to district 
level as part of the decentralization policy defined by 
Statutory Instrument Number 44 of 2016. 
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Death registration 
Like for registration of birth, death registration coverage 
rates have historically been very low. Until 2016, it was 
estimated that only 4 per cent of deaths were registered 
in Zambia. As part of implementation of the Strategic 
Action Plan for CRVS, for the part that deals with 
improvement of death registration the Ministry of Home 
Affairs collaborates with Bloomberg Philanthropies as 
part of its Data for Health programme, which to date 
has already resulted in an encouraging increase in the 
number of registered deaths. Bloomberg Philanthropies 
reports that by 2016, more than 41,000 deaths had been 
registered. This figure is significant considering that in 
2013 only 818 deaths had been registered in the whole 
country. 

Under the revised procedures, the beginning of the 
death registration process varies depending on where 
a person dies. For a death within a health facility, a 
physician must provide information, including the 
medical cause of death. Bloomberg Philanthropies 
supports the process by training physicians to properly 
complete a medical certification of cause of death that 
meets international standards. This is the first training 

of its kind delivered in Zambia to enable physicians to 
accurately determine the cause of death. However, if the 
death occurs outside a medical facility, and according to 
some estimates nearly half of all deaths in Zambia do, a 
police report or a letter from the chief/headman must be 
provided.

Deaths have to be reported within 24 hours of taking 
place. The informant’s full name and address have to be 
submitted. Other details required include medical cause 
of death, identity card of the deceased person, burial 
permit, occupation, age and sex. 

marriage and divorce registration 
Zambian marriages are categorized as either civil 
marriages solemnized by the Registrar General or 
customary marriages solemnized by the local courts. 
Civil marriages can be concluded either by local 
council officials or at a church, as both institutions are 
appointed as registration agents under the law. The 
Registrar General needs to be notified within 21 days 
of conclusion of civil marriage. Customary marriages 
are recognized by decision of local courts. At times of 

ministry of home Affairs
NRPC provincial offices and NRPC office in Lusaka 

Data entry and verification of records from birth registration books

District national Registration office
Completion of notification of birth and entry into birth registration book for applications made at the 
district office.
Processing of notifications of birth received from health facilities and entry of the information into birth 
registration book   

health facilities
Completion of Notification of Birth

Birth registration books transferred to the 
respective NRPC provincial offices/NRPC office 
in Lusaka

Printed birth certificates physically transferred 
back to the respective district office

Completed notifications of birth physically 
transferred to district registrar 

Printed birth certificates forwarded to 
respective registration point at health facilities   

Birth registration business process 
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divorce, the high court is responsible for civil marriage 
cases while a local court decides on the dissolution of 
customary marriages.

intersections with civil identification
Unlike birth registration, most Zambians aged 16 and 
older hold national ID, or ‘National Registration Cards’ 
(NRCs). The Government is nevertheless planning to 
replace NRCs with more advanced e-IDs, and for this 
purpose the Ministry of Home Affairs has contracted 
German ID vendor Dermalog Identification Systems 
GmbH to provide the new e-ID. The private vendor will 
only supply blank e-ID cards, including personalization 
services, while field data-capture solutions and a 
platform for managing the collected data will be the 
responsibility of the Government through the National 
Registration Information System (INRIS). 

The Integrated National Registration Information System 
established by the Ministry of Home Affairs is designed 
to function as a database for the new e-ID, besides 
hosting civil registration (birth and death registration, 
marriage registration and adoption registration). 
Combining civil registration and civil identification 
database management as part of a national identity 
management system will follow the example of many 
countries where it has been or will be implemented, 
including in eastern and southern Africa (Namibia and 
Uganda).

In its Identification System Analysis report from 2016, 
the World Bank emphasized that integration of the 
two systems over the long term may be a more cost-
effective investment and, to that end, advised the 
Government to conduct a feasibility and cost-benefit 
study to accurately assess the advantages of combining 
the two services. Given the Government’s pledges to 
invest in an Integrated National Registration Information 
System, the Analysis further advises that the budget 
elaborated in the National Strategic Action Plan for the 
Civil Registration and Vital Statistics (CRVS) could be 
combined with investment in the new e-ID for a more 
comprehensive and coherent plan.

The World Bank report further underlines the importance 
of an anticipated increase in demand for a digital 
identity system, both from the public sector for 
e-government services, and from the private sector 
for the authentication of identities (KyC—Know your 
Customer). In the part that is relevant for e-Government 
services, the digitization of CRVS and identification 
services resulting in tighter cooperation or integration 
of the two services ultimately enables an environment 
in which all public service providers can request and 
acquire direct access to identity data stored in source 
databases. For citizens, the benefits come in several 
areas. Citizens no longer need to apply in order to be 
added on the register of beneficiaries to gain access to 
certain services. Instead, all service providers that run 
their own functional registers of beneficiaries can extract 
lists of beneficiaries from the civil register/identification 
(national ID) register and, through permanent data 
sharing, ensure that the register is constantly up to 
date. Usually a person’s age, marital status, sex and the 
location of residence are used to determine eligibility for 
specific services, and this is the type of information that 
is only available in the civil and identification register. 
Citizens who turn up to request services, other than 

presenting national ID for identification, can be identified 
by verifying identification data in the source database. 
In the case of underage applicants, the main benefits 
emerge from interaction with health and education 
authorities. 

With these benefits as a goal, the civil registration 
system is being seen as an integral part of the design 
of the digitized identity management infrastructure 
that Zambian authorities are working on. The World 
Bank is a lead advisor to the authorities in the process 
of designing a future digitized identity management 
infrastructure, which underlines that while only 800,000 
births and deaths require registration every year, there 
are millions of transactions every year that use and 
verify the identity of individuals and institutions in the 
private and public sector: this is achieved by inspecting 
paper certificates or other documents but increasingly 
also through online e-verification. For the decision on 
the future system, the World Bank estimates that an 
investment of US$50 million to US$60 million in civil 
registration would save the country between US$140 
million and US$330 million in civil identification (for 
national ID and elections), operating procedures and 
capital expenditure over a period of ten years. 

Along with this projection, the World Bank also finds 
the current budgetary needs for CRVS reforms in 
Zambia have been underestimated. Existing World 
Bank/World Health Organization estimates for every 
US$4 per registered person invested in the registration 
system in countries like Zambia, the authorities of 
these countries should expect the need to budget 
US$1.40 per person to cover running costs each year 
for a period of ten years after the initial investment has 
been made. This is equivalent to about US$2 million a 
year, with the country’s share rising to 100 per cent over 
the ten years. The World Bank estimates that Zambia’s 
estimated budgetary needs over the next ten years are 
not realistic. By comparing CRVS budgetary expenses 
of countries similar in size, the World Bank estimates 
under-budgeting of investment in civil registration 
in Zambia to be between US$25 million and US$35 
million over the next 10 years. Should the Zambian 
authorities agree that US$1 million of investment in the 
CRVS system would save US$3-5 million of investment 
in civil identification over 10 years, the estimated 
underbudgeting of investment in CRVS over the next 
ten years could be easier to overcome by the redirection 
of some funds earmarked for civil registration into 
development of a CRVS system. 

Enabling environment for crvs digitization 
To ensure the development of secure, efficient and 
interoperable ICT systems between government 
stakeholders, the Government of Zambia has set out 
plans to build and promote a national ICT infrastructure, 
elaborated under the ‘Smart Zambia’ initiative 
platform. Through this platform, the Government has 
demonstrated its determination to progress into the 
digital age by increasingly relying on use of innovative 
technologies to advance a national information 
programme for eGovernment, eCommerce, and IT 
talent. 

Paper-based data-sharing, especially within public 
administration structures, is gradually being substituted 
by digital data sharing and processing. When it comes 
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to sharing information between different components 
of public administration, certified information on 
personal identities or registered vital life events, in 
most situations the burden falls on the citizen to 
transfer information between relevant authorities. Paper 
certificates remain the most common medium for 
communicating the information. With the introduction 
of digital data processing and sharing, the need for 
the medium to carry the information diminishes, as 
the information can be exchanged instantly between 
the authority that stores the information and the 
authority in need of that information, provided that the 
authorities are digitally interconnected. Early attempts 
for creating a data sharing framework between 
two or more institutions showed that such isolated 
efforts usually result in a fragmented system largely 
incompatible across the public administration. Over time 
a requirement emerged for an overarching authority that 
would dictate standards and procedures. Rather than 
individual ministries defining data sharing procedures, 
the government sets overall common standards and 
procedures that all ministries and institutions should 
follow. placing the Government as best positioned to 
introduce procedural and integratory services for ICT 
public administration systems. 

The state leadership and integratory capacity is 
insufficient due to a lack of domestic experts, whether 
in academia or the private sector, who can support the 
Government’s efforts to digitize and integrate existing 
public administration ICT platforms. Where such baseline 
expertise does not exist, the Government takes the lead 
in nurturing the development of academic expertise by 
investing in academic research. Governments also invest 
in the development of private providers by outsourcing 
the development of specific services and certifying 
companies to deliver specific government services. 

In settings like this, the Integrated National Registration 
Information System, as envisaged in the strategic 
documents, is likely to become the provider of identity 
data in support of the functioning of eGovernment and 
eCommerce platforms. Equally, the national information 
programme will also support further digitalization 
of CRVS and operation of the Integrated National 
Registration Information System. 

Smart Zambia is an initiative established under 
Government Gazette No.836 of 2016 as an 
e-Government division in the Office of the President. The 
initiative is intended to transform the country through 
information and communication technologies and the 
deployment of electronic government services and 
processes for effective public service delivery. The key 
mission of The Smart Zambia Initiative is to:

•	 develop	strategies	and	standards	that	enhance	usage	
and application of information and communication 
technology innovations in the public sector,

•	 promote	inter-government	agency	collaboration	in	
providing e-Government services by integrating 
related functions and systems, and

•	 develop	shared	infrastructure	to	ensure	equitable	
access to effective and appropriate ICT platforms.

As part of Phase I of the implementation of the Smart 
Zambia initiative, the Zambian National Data Centre has 
been established to provide hosting and safekeeping 
of all digital data collected and processed by the public 
authorities. Zambia’s main national data centre at the 
Information and Communication Technology Authority 
(ZICTA) is located in Lusaka. The ZICTA cloud platform 
was designed to provide processing, networking, 
and storage facilities for government and public 
institutions, and commercial enterprise services. A 400 
square metre backup data centre is co-located at the 
Roma switch office of Zamtel, the Zambian national 
telecommunications operator. A second backup data 
centre is located at the Zamtel Kitwe switch office. All of 
the three centres are fully equipped with servers, power, 
monitoring, and communications equipment rooms.

The Smart Zambia Institute, which provides operational 
support for implementation of the Smart Zambia 
initiative, has launched Phase II of the Smart Zambia 
project to build a national broadband network and an 
eGovernment platform to benefit 17 cities across the 
country. The network is currently projected to lay 9,050 
kilometres of fibreoptic cable that will be deployed 
across ten provinces, with a plan to connect 10,000 
businesses and public-sector organizations and 20,000 
urban households to the National Data Centre built in 
Phase I.

A strong political commitment to develop ICT 
infrastructure will certainly help the digitization of 
registration services, in terms of both CRVS and civil 
identification. Progress towards phasing out physical 
transfer of birth and death registration books for data 
entry and expanding the number of data entry points in 
districts will go hand-in-hand with the implementation 
of ICT platforms at provincial and district level. Equally, 
the further development of an Integrated National 
Registration Information System (INRIS) will likely 
benefit from data hosting and cloud services provided by 
the national data centre(s).

The realization of an undoubtedly strong political 
commitment to implementation of the Smart Zambia 
initiative requires an adequate level of support from the 
national expert community that should take ownership 
in driving the implementation process. However, the 
national ICT expert community is underdeveloped. To 
address this problem, the Smart Zambia initiative also 
aims to support the development and growth of national 
ICT expertise. To this end, the Smart Zambia Institute 
was established under Government Gazette No. 836 
of 2016 as an e-Government Division in the Office of 
the President. In addition, the Centre of Excellence for 
e-Government and ICT and the Zambia ICT College were 
also established.

With underdeveloped national capacities to support the 
implementation of Smart Zambia projects, support has 
been sought from abroad by forging strategic alliances 
that are not only commercially but to some extent 
also politically driven. For implementation of the Smart 
Zambia initiative, deployment of both phases of the 
initiative is outsourced to Chinese company Huawei. This 
case provides an interesting example of how public-
private partnerships depend on foreign vendors.
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The public-private partnership with Huawei also carries 
a strong capacity and know-how transfer component. 
In addition to providing Phase I and II of the Smart 
Zambia project, Huawei has acted as a lead planner in 
helping the Government implement the Smart Zambia 
ICT Master Development Plan for the next 50 years. The 
Master Plan is the guiding document for steering the 
transformation of the Zambian economy into a smart 
future.

innovations and strategies to overcome 
bottlenecks
The CRVS system should be improved over the 
medium- and long-term by raising awareness of the 
critical importance of the CRVS system for efficient 
functioning of the national identity infrastructure. 
Currently, readiness to make large-scale investments 
in civil identification is not matched by similar interest 
in investing in the CRVS system. From UNICEF’s 
point of view and given its child protection mandate, 
services such as child health might take higher 
priority. Nevertheless, this is not likely to generate a 
commitment from the authorities to invest properly 
in registration infrastructure Regardless of the main 
motivation for investment in CRVS reforms, the 
commitment to reforms, matched with appropriate 
investment, will equally contribute to achieving near-
universal vital life events registration rates.

To generate commitment to increasing investment in 
the digitization of the CRVS system, UNICEF should 
consider reinforcing and advocating the arguments 
already pushed forward by the World Bank, which 
recommends that the Government position the digitized 
CRVS system as the core component of its future 
identity management system, and adds that upfront 
investments in the CRVS system in the long run will 
generate significant savings and make the overall 
system more cost effective. 

The pollical will to invest in digitization of the CRVS 
system may create false expectations that digitization 
alone will result in universal coverage, which is not the 
case. As the analysis shows, lack of demand is the 
principal reason why vital life events are being notified at 
such a low rate. A scheme of incentives for registration 

should be developed to generate stronger interest 
in registering vital life events. The more appealing 
incentives are, the easier it will be to accept travelling 
longer distances to complete registration. In practice, 
this would mean operating fewer registration points. 
Large-scale investment in maintaining thousands 
of registration points combining digital technical 
equipment, a maintenance network and human resource 
training, could be instead redirected to potential tangible 
incentives for registering vital life events. 

Cooperation with health authorities is important for the 
timely capture of information about births and deaths 
taking place at health facilities. Ongoing support from 
UNICEF should be reinforced, exploring options for 
digital capture and communicating or reregistering data. 
Vaccination programmes also offer a great opportunity 
to capture births that occur outside health facilities. 
The programme also showcases how vaccination can 
be exploited as an efficient incentive for registration, 
something the authorities can take the advantage of by 
strengthening cooperation with the health sector. 

Until the problem of lack of demand for registration 
is sufficiently addressed, the registration process at 
districts should be digitized to enable digital sharing of 
registered data with the DNRCP. Like in Mozambique, 
a digitized system should enable the printing of CRVS 
certificates at district level. 

Advocacy for digitization of CRVS services, as well as 
any assistance with the practical design of the digitized 
system, must take into account the broader context 
of digitization of public administration services. On the 
one hand, digitization should be implemented as part 
of a broader digitized system for identity management, 
enabling efficient means for data sharing between the 
CRVS system and the civil identification system. On 
the other hand, the digitized CRVS system should be 
designed in accordance with overarching governmental 
initiatives such as ‘Smart Zambia’. Many of these 
strategic areas for actions may be difficult to link with 
UNICEF’s core child protection mandate, but they serve 
as strategic policies that will ultimately be most effective 
at promoting child protection through civil registration. 
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