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INTERNATIONA. PROGRAMME FOR ACCELERATING THE IMPROVEMENT OF
VITAL STATISTICS AND CIVIL REGISTRATION SYSTEMS

1. '.Introductlor_r

There is universal recognition of the need for national vital statistics and civii registration
systems (VS/CR). Virtually every country in the world has enabling legislation to register vital
events, that is. live birth. death. foetal death. marriage, divorce etc. o..curring within its territory.
Also. almost all countries have a government unit responsible for the compnlanon of vital statistics
based on registration records.: :

~ Nevertheless. the present vital statistics and civil registration systems in many Countries are
not able to produce regularly complete and accurate vital statistics. Indeed. the VS CR svstems
sutfer from lack of funding and high level support and are on the verge of becoming dormant in
a number of countries. The urgent need. therefore. is a joint and special effort by countries and
international organizations 10 improve vxtal statistics and civil regnsuauon systems.

In the past three decades. because of the immediate need for vitai statistics for monitoring
population trends and evaluating social and economic development programmes there was a shift
in emphasis away from efforts to improve VS/CR systems. Instead, data from ad hoc demographic
surveys and population censuses have been used to provide estimates of birth and death rates.
Frequently, indirect demographic methods have been used to estimate birth and death rates.

In some countries which: lack good civil registration data. muiti-round surveyvs are now being
used to collect vital statistics.. These surveys have aiso highlighted registration problems and have
generated 2 demand for more detailed geog‘raphic data. Since these demands can well be met only
from direct sources such as the civil registration systems, the increased awareness ot this situation
and flow data needs re-emphasize the importance of promoting and obtammg the financial and

dmmnstrauve support required for the nmprovement of the VS/CR svstems

For countries without any dala -at all, estimates obtamed from yurvev and population censu:
data fill a genuine but limited need. However, such estimates fail to provide a continuous fiow
of vital statistics; they do not provide needed geographic and demographic detail. or medicai anc
heaith characteristics of vital events; they are rarely of sufficient accuracy to allow measuremen
of change in vital rates. More importantly, the efforts to provide estimates of vital rates haw
diverted attention and resources away from the basic problem of improving the national VS/CF
svstems 50 that they eventuaily vield a permanent and continuous flow of complele and reliabl
vital statistics at ail geographxc levels.

Over the vears, the international community has made efforts to develop and improve VS 'CF
svstems. This suppon included the provision of technical assistance. advisory services, fellowshaps
training, and financial assistance tor regional and ‘¢ountry projects. Velhodologu.:l support fo
VS, CR systems included. for example. the publication of the Mmucsmmcn\RMIIS fo
a.!uauinnnm_s.zmm and the uanslhmk_nL_mLSmnammmmu.nd_Mﬂ_wi bv the Uinite:




‘vations. These ~:olications have resulted in a:grear deal of progress in internationai comparability
.n terms of concs:is. definitions and data presentation. Despite the progress already made. 3 great

ieal suil remains "> pe done to improve international comparability, coverage and quality of the
Jata,

Many of the ;ountry projects supported tv international agencies in the past were concerned
~ith establishing model registration areas with the hope that they would be extended to the rest
of the country. L afortunately, there has been little carry- -over of experience from these projects
to other areas of :he country. Thus, the demonstranon areas and pilot projects have had little
.mpact on the na::onal VS/CR systems.

The importar e of upgrading the existing svstems of VS/CR was stressed by the participants
5f. seminars, and »'orkshops on VS/CR held in Asia and the Pacific, Africa. and in the Caribbean
sver the pasr me -ears. The urgency was unaerscored by the fact that unless such reorganization

“.and srrengtnemn. were achieved in he course of the next decade. the effective planning,

mplementation 24 monitoring of a number of oevelopmem programmes and strategies. at both

~'national and inter-ational levels would be jeopardized. To achieve such improvements will require

2 carefully p_'laofn‘-_:_: programrhe and concerted.¢tforts on the part of countries vith outside technical

s v.’support. :

Therefore tne present tnternatnonal Prcgramme is aimed at encouraging countries to undertake
actions to remov- the constraints that block the deveIOpmem of their national VS/CR systems.
Countries would e expected to deal with specific problems ‘existing in the current VS/CR systems

" of the country 2: revedfed by their own assessment of their situation. Toward this end. the

International Proa amme will work to bring together and focus the technical and financial resources
of international orzanizations, bilateral agencies and interested technical bodies. The work will be
done by the countr:2s with limited guidance provided by the international and regional organizations.
The countries w:.: also be able to seek technical and to some extent financial support from
international ager.:;es to assist their efforts in er‘fecting needed VS/CR reforms over the coming

decade.. It is env:saged rhat the International Programme will assist countries in their search for
funding as well

This programme is conce:ved as a.joint initiative of international agencies. regional bodies
and non- governmental organizations. The emphasis will be on national determination of goals and
strategy. for anrO\ ement of its VS/CR systems. National authorities at the highest level of the

.. government, often involving several mifistries, will be encouraged to give their support to the

national improvement programme. Such support and the ictive involvement of high level national

officials in programme planning will be essenual 10 the Asuccess of the programme.

... Il ‘Uses of the Vital Statistics and Civil Registration Systems

Avery imc2riant use of the vital statistics and civil registration systems is to serve as :
Sontinuous sourc> 1 statistics on births. deaths. roetal and infant deaths. marriages. Jivorces, etc..




in order to monitor the natural growth and changes in structure and distribution ot the population.
It also provides certificates on registered vital events occurring to individuals and thereot to meet
N “legal and administrative requnrements of a country.

F

ot " The birth, foetal death and mfant death rmrds provide the basls for pub[ic health programmes
e N for post-naul care of mother and child, for programmes of vaccination and immunization. for
o . nsertan&e ‘to the physically handicapped; and so. forth,. . Because records mclude t'he causes of death.
“thiey Wilf be useful for epidemiological purposes as indicators of the existence 6f infectious diseases
,.requrrmg immediate control measures, as well as for the identification of health problems. Vital
L registers may aiso be used in puhlic safety, accident prevention and cnme prevennon programmes,
e in social security, military- servnce and electoral rolls. -
Marriage records may be used administratively as proof of estabhshmem of a family or
household and hence to initiate tamily-benefit programmes related to healrh housmg. etc. They
also serve to clear administrative files on programmes dependent on marital starus aiimony payments.
etc. Divorce records serve similar administrative purposes. All these are potenual uses of civil
regnstrauon data whnch the International Programme will seek to enhance ’

for economic and socisl development. The two components of natural growm of the population,
births and deaths, determine the trend and rate of population growth at the national and sub-national
leveils. Estimates of ‘population size as well as populanon projections can be made on the basis
mainly of reliable vital statistics and therefore, population estimates and projections e.g., school
enroliment, childbearing women, the elderly population, etc., will provnde a uset‘ ul basis for social
and economic development plannmng and pohc:es their periodic evaluation and monitoring.

The ripid growth of ‘ the populauon in many countries became a matter of serious concern in
the post-war period and gave rise to organized national programmes of famnlv planning. For
- effective implementation of these programmes, annual fertility statistics classxhed by various social
o and demographic characteristics and by detailed geographic divisions are needed for understanding
the situation: and thereafter for planning, administration as well as. evaluauop ot the programmes

The earliest uses of vital stausucs has been in the field of health to delmeare major public
heaith problems, to design health programmes and to evaluate heaith progress Statistics on causes
of death have been particularly useful in identifying the diseases of public health importance, and
following the course of mortality associated with these diseases, and the characteristics of persons

dying from these diseases are particularly useful in planning, conducting and evaluating control
. or prevemion programmes.

The commntment by Member States of WHO to achieve Health for All by the Year 2000 hns
given rise to further-efforts aimed at the reducnon of inequalities. Firther, 2 number of population
groups have been identified for special attenuon. among them womeérfand children. the disabled.
the elderly, migrants and refugees. minority ;roups. ‘and others. Thus. the” need for data to support

the analyses of health situation extends not only 0 local area needs but to the needs of various
Dopu!auon groups.




oy

Of particu:2r importance in relation to women's health is the problem of maternal morzality.
n area in w-;ch WHO, UNFPA and L'N'ICEF have been intensi'fying their etforts. The exact
nagnitude or :ne maternal mortality problems is unknown, as in many developing countries the
ause of deat are either not stated or stated by lay persons. Nonetheless, it has been estimated
hat worldwic2 at least 500,000 women die each vear from causes related to pregnancy and childbirth.

Child hea:th is 2 problem of special importance in the developing countries. Deaths among
‘hildren unde: 3 years have been estimated to account for about one-half of all deaths occurring
n many deve:.-ping countries. The exact proporuons at both national and local levels are unknown
'wing to the --cblem of large omissions in the civil registration system of deaths occurring at an

arly 2ge. Much can be done 10 improve the recording of deaths and their causes in the civil
egistration s-::em.

To meet <=2 data needs of these specific df\éerns and their focus on special population groups.
:omplete. ac:urate and current vital statistics at the national and smail geogmhncal area level are
<senual. Ci-: 'ez'strauon is the only means ot providing tlow stausucs attke requ:red geographlcal

md its mothe: :5 that more in depth studles on ch:ld and infant mortality can be made. Awareness
'f maternal. .~fant, and child mortality has increased everywhere, mcludmg the least developing

'ountries. Mun of the child mortality is preventzble by means of curremly avanlable tools and
neasures.

In the WEO Strategy of Health for All by the Year 2000, a number of minimum health goals
1ave been es:ablished in terms of indices like average life expectancy at birth, infant mortality
ate. and ch:.3hood death rate which require accurate death, birth and population statistics.
herefore. tz =!an. monitor and evaluate health strategies ranging from disease prevention and
‘ontrol and h2aith promotion, reliable vital statistics are indispensable tools for the country as a
vhole as wel: 3s for its administrative subdxvnsrons. This is of particular mportance in the local ‘
ireas where scecial population and health service programmes are being implemented. Under the

:merging new directions of population and health service programmes counmes are facing an
ncreasing need for vital statistics.

. Objectives of the Intgrnmonal Progumme

The main objective of the lmernanonal Prognmmc is to mob:hze mternauonal and bnlateral
forts both technical and financial to promote, support and encourage the developing countries

-0 undertake Teaningful and sound reforms to accelerate the development and improvement of
“: heir vital stastics-and civil registration systems. With improvement, the VS/CR systems will
“jecome a s7.7d component of the socio- demographic data base needed for popuiation and

levelopment --2grammes. These data base will be better able to respond to the ever growing

1eed for vita. s:atistics and vital records for the planning, administration and evaluation of various

yogrammes - .ch as family planning, health programmes. especially maternal and child health.
For prngzzmme purposes. countries. may be divided into different groups. e.g.:




» +(1)-Countries. which have the best prospect for a rapid attainment of complete birth and
death registration. say in a period of five vears. These countries presentiy either have 80
percent or higher registration coverage of births and deaths. or have established mast
of the basic infrastructures for complete VS/CR syvstems but in which the systems have

significantly deteriorated over the years due to poor performance of personnel. insuifi ment
budget. and lack of technical guxdance

(25 Countnes which have a good prospect for a rapid attainment of complete birth and death
regmranon say in a-period of ten vears.

(3) Countries with poorer prospects for a rapid attainment of complete birth and-death

~ registration. VS/CR systems in these countries are in an early stage of development. e.g,
.., the least developed countries. In these countnes the VS/CR svstems face many: procedural
;' infrastructural and financial problems '

' Fo: the first group, techanical and financial assistance. channeled through this International
Prognmpe, will lead towards the consohdanon of a comprehensive civil registration system from
wluci_; complete and accurate vital statistics can be derived on a permanent basis. For the second
SI’O' of countries,. the objective of this Programme is towards reaching compliete coverage and
producnon on 8 reguiar basis of relisble vnal statistics. For the third group, the objective of this
Programme is to help countries establish solid technical and legal bases and to outline the necessary
mfmucture for universal registration and’ vital statistics compnlanon The attainment of full’
coven.c for the third group of countries may not be possible even in ten years from now. But
immediate benefits can be derived in providing a solid foundation. Even data for parts of the
countty can provide a good sumng pomt for the- lmplemematxon of health and family planning
progmnmgs :

The programme offers WHO a unique opportunity to further enhance specific components of
. vital registration which are more directly relevant to health situation and trend assessment. In
particular, the recent initiatives in WHO to’evaluate and promote further development of causes
of death information as basic .statistics: support for health strategy implementation would be
incorporated into this programme. Therefore, the inclusion of cause of death statistics will be an

integral part of the development of VS/CR systems to yleld relevant and reliable moruality
information. o y

The lumemuoml Prognmme would assist the countries by (1) provndmg guldelmes for the
self-assasment of both the existing country systéms and ways of improving the systems, (2)
Drovnd‘iu guidance for formulating a nationai plan of action. (3) disseminating and assisting in the
-Dl’evﬂttlon ‘of handbooks and technical documents for use in the country systems. (4) operating a
clearmg house of information on VS/CR system which would be responsive v needs of countries,
(5) providing technical advice to countries at various stages of country. project development. (6)
Suppomns and carrymg out training activities to increase the skills ot nationals. {7} assist countries

in obtiining other necessary technical co-operanon for proposed activities and prOJCC'S and’ l’ela'ed
support 6f mnonal organizations. . - |




Birth and dea:= registration and the resulting statistics will be stressed as priority issues in a
countries. Registraiion of marriages and divorces and their statistics would be considered accordin
to specific count: ~eeds and priorities.

IV. Main Features of the International Programme

This programmie shifts the emphasis of international technical cooperation away from pik
studies and demor::ration area approaches to solving specific problems existing in the current vit:
statistics and Civi. -agistration systems of the country. It is hoped that the various internationa
bilateral. and pr:-z:e agencies will make changes in their guidelines on assistance so as to suit th
new direction g:v2= oy this programme. The role of this programme is to step up its support f¢
projects aimed 2: :mproving VS/CR systems and to provide limited technical guidance in doin

T T (I envisaz:2 that there will be broad su'p_port for the country projects trom the variou
;,, Multilateral and =:lateral agencies as well as from the country itself. A pre-requisite to countr
participation in :=.:: international programme will be a positive commitment to invest staff, time
and resources tv 12 countrv. The commnment. in the first phase of the programme. will be th
willingness of the i:vernment to prepare the .assessment of the current systems in accordance wit
a suggested oum-; ty developing a plan of acuon and by showing intent to implement necessar

reforms. Becausc - s requires the allocauon of necessary funds, polizical support at the highe:
gove;nmem leye A ul be needed.

Another tea:,.e of thls international programme is that it will take into account the presen
stage of developr2at of the VS/CR systems in a country so that specific problems prioritized fo
> action can be pinz:inted. The goal setting, the short, medium and long term objectives as well 2
-fhe type of techr.:.zz; assistance will be assessed accordingly to suit the needs of each participatin.

- country. It is aga:~ stressed that a requlrement for participation in this programme will be a stron
national commitment to invest time and resources.

In the process 1 implementing the reforms for the country svstems, the programme will mak
sure that those changes neither lead to the collapse of the current systems nor to the interruptio:

of their outputs. [~ other words. only realistic measures with high probability to succeed wili b
implemented. '

 vror the refcrms to be successfully implemented, the programme must be responsive to th
needs of data user: as well as of producers. For this purpose. it is essential that the major user
-of vital records zd vital statistics and those responsible for maintaining civil registration an
_vital statistics systa e be brought together at an early stage of development of the country programme
- To promote the az:ive involvement of users and producers, countries may want to set up a higl

-level advisory :7 mttee which would meet periodically to review the operation of the VS/CR
systems. '

The initial a-7 .:mem undertaken by each country participating in the programme will provide
a baseline from - :-:ch to measure change. Subsequent periodic assessments will provide measure:

o uf improvement and will identif y problem areas requiring turther action. The assessment excercise

must thereafter become a part of the regular work within the systems to monitor their performance.




 The 'S:rjx'istical Commission has, at its twenty-fifth session held in 1989. expressed its support
for the present new initiative towards accelerating the improvement of civil registration and vital
statistics systems of the developing countries. The programme will also seek endorsement. par-
~ ticipation and cooperauon from a wide range of muitilateral and bilateral donor agencies and
. interested organizationsyinstitutions.

" Further, it will seek the endorsement of international organizations of lawyers. proponents of
human rights and children, women. refugees and displaced popuiation, etc. which have a strong
interest from the availability of vital, records and ‘statistics in the developing countries. . If these
international associations will mobxhze rherr resources to support the national initiative in their

country, it will go a long way in effectmg major reforms towards accelerated improvemeni ot
VS/CR systems. S .

S T W Programme Componants

The substantive programme components are as follows:

: ~ul.  Prepare appraisal forms to be used by countries in assessing the current status of  their
VS/ CR svstems.

2 Prepare outline of the country report on assessment of their Vital Statistics and Civil
Regmrauon‘ Systems.

3.- Canvass countries to determine their commnmem to actively pursue a programme for the
accelerated improvement of their VS/CR systems.

. 4, Distribute appraisal form, outline of country report and guidelines for formulating a national

plan of action for ef fecung reforms. Assist countries, as needed in the preparation of a national
plan of action.

.5.. Assist countries in obtaining necessary funds to support-national projects.

6. ldentify, acquire, and disseminate existing handbooks. manuals and technical reports

“ .ce-covering various aspects of operating VS/CR systems. The international programme will also

identify, prepare and " dxssemmate additional J;qndl}ooks. manuals, and technical reports covering

topics for which there are no existing examples. Topics which may be covered in the handbooks.
manuals or technical reports include such areas as:

Laws and regulations concerning VS/CR
i uspen .. Organizational requirements for CR systems
: Organizational requirements for VS systems
Duties and procedures for the local registrar /
Motivating the public to register vital £Vents
Guidelines for data processing and computenznnon of VS'CR systems

.




Releasing :tal records to the public (including protection of
confiden::ality and protecting against fraudulent use of documems)
Procedures for storage and retrieval of vital records
Vital staustics instruction mmual
Lay reporting of cause of death™
Use of vitai records in ‘population regnsters. and in mdxvndual identification systems

An additional series of reports will be prepared and dissemmated to help acquaint national .

planners. adminis:-ators, and researchersiwith the main uses of vital records and vital statistics, . -
particularly for family planning opentmns and evalunt:on. for soclal planning and administration, - -
evaluation of maternal and child Lealth’ programmes. and other hea!th and population programmes.

Conduct regional and/or nitional training courses and workshops.
3. Operate 3 ':zearmg house of information and materials about VS/CR systems.

9. Provide necessaryv technical advice and other assistance to countries at various st:ges of the
project implemer:2tion. o

10. Periodica;.'_- assess global, 1.ional and national improvement cf VS/CR.
In order to participate in the programme. the country needs to:
I. Conduct 21 appraisal of their VS/CR systems

2. Prepare a :ountry report based on the appraisal and prepare a draft plan of _action for the
accelerated imprc - ement of the VS/CR systems, which takes into consideration the needs of major
sonsumers of dat2. This requires the involvement and participation of demographers. statisticians. . :
heaith. legal and administrative experts, family planning staff, etc. All need to participate in :
country assessme:ts. the development of the national plan of action, and in suppomns activities
relating to data :mprovement and data production.

3. Prepare a ! nal plan of action (needed reforms and strategy). Assess the needs, if any, for
external assistance both technical and fi rnanc:al

4. Help imp:ement the plan of action, monitor its progress, and advise adjustments in the
plan and its implementation as required.

S. Help trar.-mit periodic reports on work progress to the international agencies sponsoring
the country prog:zmme.

6. Evaluate ==nindically the effectiveness of the country project activities.

L4

It need be, shrt-term mternauonal assmance may be provided under this programme to 355'5‘ g
sounties in the a=c.ve activities.




A ‘four-vear ‘work plan for the First Phase of the Programme assummg that the Programm
woulid formally begin in January 1990 i is shown below. .

VL. Institutional Arrangements

I. The International Programme for Accelerating the Improvement of Vital Statistics and Civi
Registration Systems, as outlined above, will assist the developing countries to upgrade substantiall
their vital statistics and civil registration systems. It will endeavor to mobilize support fror
organizations of the United Nations system as well as from bilaterai agencies and private organization
and undertake co-ordination with a view to securing maximal use of financial and technical resource
“or the strengthening and the improvement of national VS/CR systems.
p The United Nations Statistical Office .(UNSO) in collaboration with the United Nation
Department of Technical Co-operation for Deveiopment (DTCD) will act as the focal point i
promoting the strategy for accelerating the improvement of VS/CR system. The UNSO will b
substantively responsible for the implementation. co-ordination and monitoring of the programm
activities. Further. it will be joined by the World Healith Organization (WHO) and the Internations
Institutute for Vital Registration and Statistics (IIVRS). -~ the co-sponsoring msmuuons which wil
be closeiy involved in the planning and carrying out of the pr¢ gramme. For th:s purpose. UNS(
will assign one of its staff members 10 carry out the Programme.

3. The regional commissions of the United Nations will also be closety involved in the plannin

and carrying out of the programme activities and will provide reglonal advisory services and serv

as resource centers for the promotion of the programme. A similar role will be played by th
regiorial of fices of WHO in support of .advisory and training activities for health personnel. WH(

- will also participate in preparing manuais for the collection of cause of death information. Further
the United Nations regional commissions and regional offices of WHO will co-operate actively i
organizing and conducting regional and national workshops .




WORK PLAN:
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FIRST PHASE OF THE INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMME 1990 - 1993V

YEAR AND QUARTER

1990 1991 1993 - 1993
ACTIVITY 1st 2nd Srd 4th ist 2nd 3rd 4th 1s¢ 2nd 3rd 4th 18t 3ad Srd 4th
p the Inte A
Programme ~~

Prc’pm apprasal (2rm:
Initial appra;d torms

Pretest forms witn
salected couristies’

Finaiise forma.
teansiate. pnne

Canvas @ =
commusment

Send appra:aat torlr.n .uuqu of

© country ceport ana g.iaefines for
{ormuiating s -naticrs. plan of
action for effectinig e’orens to
COuUNtnNes expressing 2ommtment

Prepare counsry teport

Meet with countries :< refine draft
Plan of Action {may :avolve
mnulouo-mu nnlnp)

Pupm model of pratotype mate-
rials and training manuals

Finalise "National P:an of Action
for Accelersted Imp=zvement of -
VS/CR*

Aseist countnes \n :.-e:oet'
{ormulation

o and an clearing
house of information =n VSIC& at
UNSO

¥ 4 -pnpes..., je for
of

National Plu\ of Acticn
Provide advisory services
Training activities
Study toun

Periodic sssesement :{ global nd
rehonal progress

Termunai report

U Assur:ng prograemme formally beging o Januaiy 1990






