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1. Introduction 

 
When a birth occurs in England and Wales there is a legal requirement for it to be 
registered within 42 days, although it is possible for births to be registered after this 
time.  The registration is made by a registrar (or deputy) in the registration 
district/sub-district in which the birth occurred.  Once registered, certificates can be 
issued from the entry either centrally at the General Register Office (GRO) or from 
the register office for the district where the birth occurred.  There is no restriction on 
who can apply for a birth certificate, provided the birth entry can be identified.  
 
There is evidence that birth certificates have been obtained and used to establish a 
false identity, directly for fraudulent activity or as a means to obtain other documents 
fraudulently, such as passports or driving licences.  Certificates can also be falsified 
in one of three ways: 
 
a) Forged certificates - Those which were properly issued from a genuine 
registration on a genuine certificate and then tampered with e.g. to alter the spelling 
of the name 
b) Stolen Blank certificates - Those which are falsely created and which don't relate 
to any birth registration, albeit on a genuine certificate 
c)  Counterfeit - Those which are wholly false i.e. the certificate and the details. 
 
The purpose of this document is to provide guidance on identifying possible 
fraudulent certificates when they are presented.  It explains the changes to the format 
of a birth entry since 1837, and highlights some security features of the certificates 
themselves, as well as providing information on how certificates are completed.  It 
should, however, serve as a reference only and should be used with caution.   
 
In addition, the following good practice should be adopted when accepting birth 
certificates: 
 

• Birth certificates should not be accepted as standalone identity 
documents. 

• Photocopies of certificates should not be accepted as alterations may 
not be detected. 

• Full certificates should be requested rather than short certificates. 
• Members of staff who are tasked with checking documentation should 

be appropriately trained. 
 

The owner and originator of the information contained in this guide is the 
General Register Office.  Any queries about the content should be directed to: 
 
The Fraud & Data Unit 
Identity and Passport Service 
General Register Office 
Trafalgar Road 
Southport PR8 2HH 
 
Tel 0151 471 4679 
Email gro.fdu@ips.gsi.gov.uk 
 
 
 



2. Format of Certificates 
 
The format of birth certificates has changed several times since 1837.  The main 
changes are summarised below.  Further details are shown in a table in Annex A and 
certificate examples are included in Annex B. 
 
 
1837 to March 1969      April 1969 to date  
 
 
Certificates are produced in                                   Certificates are produced in 
landscape format                                                     portrait format 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Portrait Certificates 1969 to date - changes made: 
 
 
April 1995 onwards 
 

• New space 8b for mother’s occupation 
 
 

March 2007 onwards  
 

• Where the birth is registered in Wales a bi-lingual certificate is used.  The 
column/space headings are shown in English and Welsh and the certificate 
may be completed bi-lingually or in English only.  From 26 March 2007 where 
the birth was registered in Wales, the certificate is double-sided.   

 
 
September 2009 onwards 
 

• Certificates could state ‘Parent’ in space 4, with associated wording in spaces 
9(b) and 11 amended accordingly. 

 
 
3. Security Features 
 
Paper 
The production of the blank certificates is undertaken by a specialist firm which 
ensures compliance with agreed design and production in a secure environment.  
Paper quality conforms to agreed standards and each certificate contains a 
watermark to a specific design.  The watermark is formed as part of the 
manufacturing process and is best viewed by holding the certificate up to the light.  
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(Some fraudulent certificates have simulated watermarks that have been applied to 
the paper surface and may react brightly under ultra violet (UV) light.) 
  
Serial numbers 
Each certificate is printed with a unique serial number comprising a one to three letter 
prefix code and up to six digits.  Serial numbers are applied using a security print 
process. In this process the ink is pressed into the paper resulting in a distinctive 
hard edge. When certificate stock is issued to a registration district a record is kept of 
the serial numbers allocated to each registration officer.   
 
Certificate background/printing 
The background of each certificate is patterned with a complex design printed in a 
series of solid colour lines using fugitive ink (a type of printing ink which is designed 
to run, resulting in a bleached or smudged appearance when water or certain 
chemicals are applied, thus helping to make any alteration evident).  Many fraudulent 
certificates use different printing processes using coloured dots to simulate the 
background design which lack the expected level of quality.   
 
Reaction to UV light 
Certificate paper is made without the use of chemicals which react brightly when 
exposed to an UV light source. Such chemicals are commonly used in commercial 
paper. Therefore, certificate paper should not react brightly when exposed to an UV 
light source but retain a dull appearance. In addition, certain inks on the certificate 
are designed to show a bright coloured reaction when exposed to an UV light source.  
 
4. Certificate Issue 
 
Birth certificates can be issued at GRO or at the register office for the district where 
the birth occurred. There are variations in the format: 
   

• All certificates issued by GRO contain a seal of the General Register Office  
• Those issued by a register office do not contain a seal but will contain the 

name of the registrar or superintendent registrar (or their deputies) who 
issued the certificate   

• Certificates issued either at the register office or at GRO can be handwritten, 
typed, computer generated or contain a scanned image of the actual birth 
entry.  

 
 
5. Possible Fraud Indicators 
 
As well as the security features, there are other factors to consider when handling 
birth certificates.  The following list provides some general information about 
certificate completion which may help to establish whether the certificate and/or the 
details have been falsified.  This is provided solely as a guide and is not exhaustive.   
 

• The certificate format used should be appropriate for the year of registration. 
  

• Only the surname should be entered in upper case, not the forename(s). 
 

• Dates of birth should be shown with the day and month in words and the year 
in figures. 
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The following information might indicate that the certificate has been altered: 
 

• Spacing between falsely added particulars might be irregular compared to 
original information.  ‘Thick’ or ‘thin’ spacing might infer particulars have been 
added. 

 
• False particulars might not have been aligned with other words. 

 
• Characters may not be of the same size or shape with the rest of the 

particulars. 
 

• Movement of handwriting may look mechanical and does not flow with the 
rest of the particulars. 

 
• Changes might not be consistent e.g. parents’ surnames might be altered, but 

not the signatures. 
 

• The area around falsely added or removed particulars may react differently 
under an ultra violet light i.e. show signs of staining. In addition, such areas of 
paper may appear thinner where the paper fibres have been disturbed by 
abrasion. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Annex A 
 

Format of certificates and method of completion 
 
There have been various changes to the format of a birth entry and certificate 
types.  The examples below relate to registrations after April 1969 (portrait). 

 
Types of certificate (all in use today) 

Types of 
certificate 

 

When used Issued by GRO or 
local register office 

Method of 
completion 

Pre-printed 
headings and 
boxes 
 

April 1969 to 
present 

GRO and local issue Details can be 
handwritten or typed 
 
 

Blank certificate April 1969 to 
present 

GRO and local issue 

 

Computer generated 
or scanned/Xerox 
image only.  Details 
in scanned/Xerox 
image can be 
handwritten or typed. 

 
Format changes 
 
Years used 
 

Content 

April 1969 to present  
 
 
 
 

Child’s details  
Mother’s details 
Father’s details ( if given)  
Set out in spaces 1 – 17  

From April 1995 New space 8b for mother’s occupation 
added  

March 2007 to date  Welsh double sided certificate 
introduced 

From Sep 2009 Certificates could state ‘Parent’ in 
space 4, with associated wording in 
spaces 9 (b) and 11 amended 
accordingly. 
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Annex B 
 
Examples of portrait certificates issued by GRO and by the local register office 
 

1. GRO issue - contains scanned image of handwritten birth entry 
2. GRO issue - contains scanned image of typed birth entry 
3. GRO issue - computer generated 
4. GRO issue – pre-printed boxes with handwritten details (could also be typed) 
5. Example of certificate used by a local register office – would contain a scanned 

image of the entry (either typed or handwritten), or computer generated 














