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the CoViD-19 pandemic is affecting birth registration services by reducing their accessibility 
and availability. alongside reduced demand among families for birth registration, the 
number of children without a birth certificate is increasing rapidly. Children without legal 
identity do not exist and are at risk of being excluded from the society, and at higher risk 
of other child right deprivations. uNiCef is supporting governments to adapt to “the new 
normal” so that they can maintain the continuity of civil registration services and keep 
accelerating efforts towards universal birth registration.

the opportunity

WCA has seen unprecedented progress in 
registration rates over the past three years, with 
the regional average birth registration among 
children under five registered at birth increasing 
from 45% to 53%, equivalent to additional  
8.6 million children reigstered (see graph 1). 

investments in routine and timely 
registration of children1 have paid off across 
the region. This is particularly important in 
the francophone countries, given that all 
registration outside the legal timeframe – of 
free-of-charge services – is subject to court 
procedures and a fine. Interventions such 
as interoperability between health and civil 
registration to successfully integrate birth 
registration in child and maternal health 
platforms have shown promising results. 

During the COVID-19 crisis, the inter-sectoral 
approach is reaching a greater number 
of children with registration in the health 
centres where they are born, as these 
centres continue to be operational. If these 
inter-sectoral interventions are scaled up 
beyond the COVID-19-time, universal birth 
registration would no longer be a dream. 

The current pandemic could also be an 
opportunity to advocate with governments 
to expand the free-of-charge birth 
registration period up to one year after 
birth as per international recommendations. 
If successful, these policy-level measures 
will allow an accelerated improvement 
in registration rates in the region.

Graph 1: Share of children under five with birth registration, 2004–2018 (%)

During the CoViD-19 
time, children’s right 
to an identity is  
as critical as ever. 



2 Key Results for Children  Birth registration   Reaching out to PaRtneRS in the time of coViD-19

the challenge

Children without legal identity are highly 
vulnerable to risks such as being out of 
school, abuse, violence and exploitation, 
as well as being deprived in later life of 
the right to vote and to contribute to their 
country’s socio-economic development.

Current restrictions on physical movement 
and social distancing under COVID-19 could 
represent a major barrier to registering children 
in a timely manner. While civil registration 
services continue to function across the region, 
core service hours have been reduced and staff 
presence has decreased, thereby reducing the 
accessibility and availability of services. Civil 
registration services are required to apply the 
same protective measures as other services such 
as health, but with limited means to comply with 
heightened hygiene and protection requirements. 

In addition, most macro-level policy and 
legislative reform initiatives have been put 
on hold, resulting in delays in the on-going 
modernization of civil registration systems. 

The legal timeframe for registration is generally 
short in francophone African countries. If it is 
missed, all registration is subject to a fine and 
court procedures. This represents a major 
obstacle to timely registration and obtaining 
of birth certificates. If the current restrictions 
continue without any risk mitigation measures, 
the number of children under one year registered 
across the region will decrease considerably, with 
a significant impact on national registration 
rates, resulting in countries lagging on 
their universal birth registration targets. 

Graph 2: COVID-19 impacts on birth registration:  
projected scenario among children under 1 year old

*Note: no data available for Cabo Verde

A rapid simulation (Graph 2) shows that, if 
civil registration services were closed for one 
month, and children were not registered at 
a later point, over 750,000 births would not 
be registered in 2020, resulting in a decrease 
in the regional birth registration rate by 4 
percentage points (from 48% to 44%). If these 
services remain closed for three months, 
and without later registration, over 2 million 
newborn babies will miss the opportunity to 
be registered in 2020, which will decrease 
the regional rate by 12 percentage points 
(from 48% to 36%). For all the countries, this 
would mean lagging behind their 2021 target 
to attain universal BR by 2030 (SDG). 
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Results and impacts

Birth registration is one of the Key Results 
for Children (KRC) of UNICEF’s WCAR, 
set to continue until 2021 to contribute to 
uNiCef’s global strategic Plan 2018-2021. 
The KRC’s initial target was to increase the 
birth registration rate among children under 
one by 30% by 2021. Given promising progress, 
the target was brought up to 68% of children 
under one by 2021 in order to achieve universal 
birth registration by 2030 in line with the SDG 
target.2 To achieve this ambitious goal, current 
registration rates must double or triple across 
the region to reach an estimated 22.4 million 
children under 1 by 2030. Based on decades 
of experience, UNICEF knows what works well 
and how to make this happen through support 
to governments, together with other partners.

Country example 1: Since 2014, UNICEF in senegal has supported the government in setting up civil registration desks 
in hospitals and health centres with a high volume of births. This strategy has been accompanied by outreach services to identify 
under-registered children as well as the integration of birth registration indicators in existing health information management 
systems, such as DHIS2. After four years, in the southern regions where UNICEF worked, the birth registration rate has increased 
by an average of 44%, a significant improvement compared to the national birth registration rate which increased by 2% during the 
same period. Recent research from Senegal also shows that twice as many children born in a health facility with civil registration 
services had obtained a birth certificate. 

sustainable approach:  
why partner with uNiCef?

• Continuity of civil registration services: 
During the current global public health crisis, 
birth registration should be considered as an 
“essential service” together with other services, 
such as health and education.  However, to 
ensure continuity, these services should be 
adapted to new working modalities so as 
to ensure the safety of users and service 
providers. UNICEF is at the forefront in 
supporting countries to implement business 
contingency plans, including providing 
accurate information on COVID-19 prevention 
and protection, as well as personal protective 
equipment to the civil registry services. 

• Scale-up of birth registration coverage through 
health and immunization platforms: Integration 
of birth registration into key health platforms 
in WCAR, particularly in maternal and child 
health and immunization, has brought about 
considerable increases in registration rates. 
However, these results have so far remained 
at decentralized level and require scaling-up. 
UNICEF is advocating with major health partners 
and donors to join forces in bringing this 
promising inter-sectoral model to the national 
scale. Especially during the period of COVID-19 
restrictions, incorporating birth registration 
services in health facilities is a game-changer 
in accelerating the efforts towards universal 
birth registration. UNICEF is a long-term, 
trusted partner of Ministries of Health and 
of the Interior (in charge of civil registration) 
for its role in facilitating multi-sectoral 
collaboration to attain this ambitious goal.  

• Reform of civil registration and vital statistics 
(CRVs) systems: To achieve universal birth 
registration of children under one, ongoing 
reform of national CRVs systems must be 
accelerated in most countries in the region. 
Once such reforms are concluded, catalytic 
financing through domestic and non-domestic 
resources should be provided, to quickly 
scale up and sustain service delivery. UNICEF 
is collaborating with the African Union’s 
CRVS initiative3 and the United Nations Legal 
Identity Agenda,4 which offer opportunities 
to ensure country-led, well-coordinated 
system-building and resourcing efforts.
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Country example 2: 

Since 2013, despite the challenging security environment 
in north-east Nigeria during the Lake Chad Basin crisis, 
UNICEF has invested in improving both routine and catch-
up registration of children through health platforms in 
three crisis-affected states. Substantial increases in birth 
registration were observed among children 0–11 months 
in Borno and Adamawa states between 2011 and 2017, 
which unfortunately followed by a decline in 2018 as a 
result of an acute lack of humanitarian space. Aid actors 
required military escorts to reach areas that were largely 
inaccessible as result of the conflict with Boko Haram. 
UNICEF continues to work with governments and partners 
to bring the registration rates up on track. In 2019 and 
2020 (despite the COVID-19 pandemic), funds from the EU 
(maternal and child health) and DFID (Fit for response) have 
enabled UNICEF to support registration of large cohorts of 
under-one and under-five children in north-east Nigeria. 

• Innovations for improved service coverage 
and increased demand: UNICEF is calling 
for the use of context-specific technology-
oriented tools and solutions for resource-
constrained countries. While working on a 
complete digitalization of CRVS systems in 
the long term, UNICEF is also working on 
leveraging technical and financial resources 
to rapidly scale up existing digital solutions to 
improve birth notification. in the context of 
CoViD-19, the use of SMS messaging systems 
is being explored for various purposes, such as 
follow-up of closure of civil registration service 
points and communicating the government’s 
mitigation measures and service arrangements 
to the population. These SMS messages 
also encourage the continued utilization of 
civil registration services and are used as 
a feedback and complaints mechanism to 
improve the quality of civil registration services.

• Reaching out to the last mile: While health 
platforms have reached increasingly high 
coverage of newborns and infants with birth 
registration, advanced strategies are needed 
for countries with already high registration 
rates (> 90%), such as 1) leveraging equity 
analysis tools used in immunization where 
birth registration has been incorporated to 
identify pockets of communities with low 
birth registration rates; 2) using schools 
(when open) as a platform to identify non-

registered children; and 3) building on social 
and child protection systems to identify 
and register non-registered children. 

• Building partnerships at scale: Birth 
registration is currently the least funded KRC 
in WCAR. Traditional donors in the region 
include the EU and Global Affairs Canada. To 
expand the partnerships, UNICEF is proactively 
reaching out not only to these traditional donors 
but also to new and emerging partners, such as 
the World Bank and the African Development 
Bank, the private sector and foundations. 
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CoNtaCts
Andrew Brooks abrooks@unicef.org and Mirkka Mattila mtmattila@unicef.org (Child Protection, WCARO); 
and Sandra Bisin sbisin@unicef.org (Partnership Unit, WCARO)  

eNDNotes
1 Birth registration within the timeframe of free registration defined by the governments
2 SDG objective target 16.9 by 2030: provide legal identity for all including free birth registration
3 http://www.apai-crvs.org/
4 https://unstats.un.org/legal-identity-agenda/documents/UN-Strategy-for-LIA.pdf

Needs for the region 

Although all 24 UNICEF country offices (COs) 
in WCAR are working towards universal birth 
registration, 12 Cos have been identified as 
“engaged” countries to accelerate regional 
progress. To reach KRC7’s target of 68% of 
children under one registered by 2021, these COs 
would require a total of us$21.7 million from mid-
2020 to 2021 (below Map), including addressing 
the COVID-19’s impacts on birth registration.  

Call to action

In 2020, the world is celebrating the 30th anniversary 
of the african Charter on the Rights and welfare 
of the Child. This represents a major advocacy 
opportunity to call for urgent action from partners 
to support birth registration – the first right of the 
child to a legal identity – and to expand the circle of 
supporters for universal birth registration. 

Funding requirement for KRC7 engaged countries, June 2020–December 2021

Democratic 
Republic of Congo

Chad

Nigeria

Cameroon

Equatorial 
Guinea

Côte 
d’Ivoire Togo

Liberia

Sierra Leone

Guinea

Senegal

Guinea Bissau

2020

fully funded
2021

us$700,000

2020

us$900,000
2021

us$1,200,000

2020

us$50,000
2021

us$200,000

2020

us$500,000
2021

us$1,000,000

2020

us$2,000,000
2021

us$4,748,955

2020

us$2,363,910
2021

us$1,666,667

2020

us$250,000
2021

us$1,000,0002020

us$200,000
2021

us$550,000

2020

us$125,000
2021

us$125,000
2020

us$100,000
2021

us$600,000

2020

us$1,000,000
2021

us$1,500,000
2020

us$120,000
2021

us$350,000
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