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Abstract

A birth certificate establishes a child's legal identity and 1z the scle official proof of age. However, there
are few quantitative estimates of the economic significance of birth registration. Birth registration 1s taken
for granted in todav's developed countries, but in many developing countries, the births of a significant
share of children are not registered. Thiz study examines the significance of barth registration for child
labor from a historical perspective. Birth registration laws were enacted by U.S. states in the 19= and
early 20 centuriez. The variation in the timing iz used to identify how birth registration changed the
effectiveness of child labor legislation between 1910 and 1930. If a registration law had been enacted by
the ttme a child was born, the effectiveness of minimum worling age legizlation in prolibiting under-
aged employment doubled. Thiz effect 1z stronger for children in non-agriculinral counties.
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1 Introduction

For any law with an age requirement to fulfill its porpose, credible formal proof of age 15 required.
Whether this exists, depends on whether the birth of the individual was officially registered, and whether
a certificate exists, or can be requested from an official file.

According to Article 7 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)! “A
child shall be registered immediately after birth ... In most developed countries today, the registration of
births 1z taken for pranted. However, in many developing countries, the births of a sipnificant proportion
of children go unregistered.© A birth certificate establizshes a person's legal identity and functions as

official proof of age (zee e g. Todres, 2003). According to a report by UNICEF (20005}, without a birth
certificate, children are unlikely to hold formal proof of age, and cannot necessarily be considered legally
under-aged for certamn activities, such as marnage, work, or prosecution In several countries, access to
health care and education can be demied without a birth certificate. The registration of births and other
vital events generates accurate figures on the population and is therefore also considered important for the
planning of economic and social policies.

Despite the potential significance of birth registration from an economic and welfare perspective,

the study of birth registrabion has not attracted much attention from economisztz. A few historians have

dizcussed the significance of birth registration for economic development (zee eg. Szreter, 2007 and
Higgz, 1996).7 There iz general acknowledgment of the importance of identity documentation for instance
for accesz to formal finance in developing countries (zee eg. Demirgiic-Kunt et al, 2008) and zome
reports on the consequences of lack of registration do exist (see e.g. ADB, 2007 and Harbitz and Boekle-

Giuffrida, 2009). However, there 1z a lack of causal statistical evidence on the economic sigmificance of
birth registration. To the author's knowledge, quantitative estimates on the extent to which the lack of a

birth certificate constrains the economic and social opportunities of an individoal, denies individuals of
their legal rights, or how the lack of birth registration might mnhibit social and economic planning at a

national level, hardly exist
In order to understand more about the potential economic significance of birth registration, this

study takes a historical approach. It focuses on the USA in the early 20 century, when state-level laws
and institutions for birth registration were established across U.S. states. The timing of the enactment of

state birth registration laws varied across states. Whether a child had an official birth certificate depended

1 2 fenslishi]any (last accessad 12 July 20117,

2 -’anrdmgm agtimates for 2005/2008, the chare of children under the age of frire, whose births were registerad, was a= low
% m Ethiopia, 41% n India, 70%% m Cameroon 1n 2006 and 83% m Vietnam m 2006, Source: UNICEF, basad on the

Dem-:-g:mph:-: aru:l H&a]th Eur Ve l.,"DHE:I or the hMultiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS)

{last accessad 12 July 2011).

3 Szreter (2007) sz.cus.ﬂ.e-z. the potential economic importance of parish registers in England betaeen the 16 and 18

centunes. He explains how these repsters provnded proof of 1dentity for the purposes of venfyme property and inhentance

nightz as well az social securtty clams (the Poor Laws), which he argues were mmmportant for the mobility of labor and capatal,

and thus significant for economic development. Higes (1996) descnibes how the need to clanfy property nghts lies behind the

astablishment of crvil registration systems mn Britain,
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on whether there were mandatory state-level registration laws and state-level proceduores for registration
and filing of records at the time of birth. At this point in time, if births were registered, this generally
happened early in the child’s life, as procedures for delayed registration were miszing, or complex.

Child labor in the USA declined significantly in the early 20th century. The question addreszed in
thiz study i1z whether minimum working age legislation is more effective in combating under-aged
employment when birth certificates are available as proof of age. This question 13 still relevant for today’s
developing world, where according to UNICEF estimates for 2010, one in six children aged between 5-14
are engaged in child labor*. At a more general level, this iz a study on the importance of birth registration

as an msztritution for the enforcement of a law that specifiez a minimum age.

The role played by child labor laws in either educational attainment. or the mncidence of child labor
mn the TU.8. has been studied by economists (see e.g. Osterman, 1979, Brown et al, 1992, Margo and
Finegan 1996, Moechling, 1990, Lleras-Muney, 2001, Manacorda, 2006, Goldin and Katz, 2008). More
recent econometric studies find that the laws were relevant for raizing education levels, or reducing child
employment, but that their contnibution was not necessanily large. However, economic literature on child
labor has so far not explicitly recognized the role of birth registration in the enforcement of minimum age
legislation ”

Birth registration did feature in policy discussion on child labor in early 20th century USA and
concern was expressed towards the practice of accephing a parent’s teshmomal az proof of age when
granting work permits. Registration practices improved significantly with the enactment of state birth
registration laws, and birth certificatez could gradually be relied upon as official proof of age.

Thiz study vtilizes individueal-level data from 1 percent samples of three U.S. censuses; for 1910,
1920 and 1930. The analysis focuses on the significance of birth registration laws for the enforcement of

child labor laws, namely the laws on mimmum working age, which varied across states and time.

Whether a child was born with a registration law in place depended on his, or her year of birth and state
of birth. The age group studied 15 12-15 vear olds.
The results show that minimum working age legizlation reduced the tendency of under-aged

children to work. However, the law was significantly more effective when children had been born duning,

or after the vear, when their state of birth had enacted a birth registration law. On average between 1910
and 1930, under-aged children born with a registration law were around 9 percentage points less likely to

work than work-eligible children. However, under-aged children born before a registration law, were only

around 4 percentage points less likely to work than the work-eligible. In general birth registration
doubled the effectiveness of minimum working age legizlation in prohibibing under-aged employment.

4 See hitpwarer chuldingo org labour bbml (last acceszed 12 July 2011).

5 In this connection it should noted that the anthor 1= aware of an unpublizhed study by Puerta (2010) on the effects of child
labor laws on the value added m the U5, manufacturing sector where a robusiness check takes mto account whether the child
labor law required documentary proof of age. Thiz 1= not the focus of the study, but whether industnes that were more

dependent on cluld labor srew more slowly with child labor laws.
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