
Civil registration:

● Under National Civil Registration Act 2016, birth notification, 
birth registration, and obtaining a birth certificate are separate but 
connected steps. Specified health personnel notify the National 
Civil Registration Authority (NCRA); parents or another qualified 
informant supply the particulars for registration and sign the 
register within 3 months from birth; and a certified copy is 
obtained separately as documentary proof.1 Registration is 
required within three months; after 12 months the Director-
General’s written consent is required.2 Registration is free during 
the first three months.3 UNICEF has supported NCRA to establish a 
digital birth and death registration application, used at registration 
centres sited in the hospitals where babies are born; the record 
passes to the Central Registry System, an identification number is 
generated, and a certificate is ready for collection within 24 hours.4 

● The 2019 Demographic and Health Survey found that 90% of 
children under five were registered with the civil authorities, but 
only 31% had a birth certificate. Both birth registration and birth-
certificate possession were higher in urban areas and among 
wealthier households. Birth registration was highest in the 
Southern Province and lowest in the Eastern Province, and it was 
also lowest among children in the poorest wealth quintile.5 UNICEF 
reports that 91% of children under five in Sierra Leone had their 
births registered, including 90% of boys and 90% of girls. 
Registration among children under one was 93%.6

● The NCRA stated in its 2022 report that the regulations and 
administrative directives under the National Civil Registration Act, 
2016 had been drafted.7 A complete review of the Act has now 
been undertaken, especially between 2025-2026, and it is 
expected to be tabled in Parliament at the end of 2026.
● UNICEF-supported services registered nearly 67,500 children 
among the approximately 280,000 children whose births were 
notified in 2025. This figure reflects a UNICEF-supported 
programme result and should not be interpreted as the national 
birth-registration rate. A found or abandoned newborn must be 
registered within three months of being found and the birth date 
may be medically estimated; an unmarried mother may provide 
the information; and registration extends to refugees, persons with 
humanitarian status, asylum seekers, stateless settled residents 
and specified citizen children born abroad where foreign records 
are unavailable.8 Of the 225,501 births in NCRA’s 2022 analysis, 
215,900 occurred in health facilities and 9,601 outside; NCRA 
operates 16 district registration offices.9

Nationality and statelessness:

● Sierra Leone acceded to the 1954 Convention relating to the 
Status of Stateless Persons and the 1961 Convention on the 
Reduction of Statelessness in 2016.10 UNHCR noted that the 
Citizenship (Amendment) Act 2017 removed the discrimination 
preventing women from conferring nationality on children born 
abroad; however, whether every foundling, and every child born in 
Sierra Leone who would otherwise be stateless, is guaranteed 
nationality could not be established. 11

Children’s right to identity in Sierra Leone

Creation of identity
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Alternative care: 

● Under the Child Rights Act, 2025, removal must be a last 
resort, temporary where possible, brief and regularly reviewed; 
poverty must not be the sole justification; identity and sibling 
relations must be safeguarded; and the Minister must devise 
protections for informal care. It provides for court approval of 
non-relative foster placements, permits relatives to foster 
without that application and requires Ministry monitoring.14

● These principles are reinforced by Sierra Leone's 
Alternative Care Policy 2025, which prioritizes family 
strengthening, prevention of unnecessary separation, and family-
based care over institutional care. The Act requires court 
approval for foster placements with non-relatives, permits 
relatives to assume care without a formal application, and 
requires Ministry monitoring of foster care placements.

Modification of identity

● Children of cross-border families, particularly those born 
outside health facilities or living in remote border districts, 
continue to face barriers to birth registration and proof of 
nationality owing to limited documentation, distance from 
registration centres, lack of awareness, and gender-discriminatory 
requirements that may prevent mothers from registering children 
without the father, placing them at risk of statelessness and 
exclusion from essential services.12

Third-party reproduction and surrogacy:

● The Child Rights Act, 2025 recognises a child’s right from 
birth to a name, nationality and identity and, as far as possible, to 
know their natural parents and extended family. No express 
provisions on assisted reproduction, gamete donation or surrogacy 
were identified in the Act. Its parentage provisions establish a 
Family Court procedure for confirmation of parentage, identify 
several forms of evidence of parentage, and permit the Court to 
order medical testing.13

Potential considerations:

• What is the government undertaking to ensure that children 
in the districts with the lowest rates are actually registered?
• What is being done to ensure that a registered child actually 
obtains proof of identity?
• What is the progress made on the review and enactment of 
the National Civil Registration Act, 2016 and the development of 
secondary legislation? 
• What measures are in place to ensure the preservation of 
identity, nationality and family relations of unaccompanied, 
separated, migrant and trafficked children, including through birth 
registration, case management, family tracing, reunification and 
the maintenance of records concerning family origins and identity?
• What is being undertaken to safeguard the genetic, 
gestational and biological identity of children conceived through 
third-party reproduction?



Falsification of identity 

Illicit adoptions: 

● In May 2024, a Justice of the Court of Appeal published, on 
the national legal information platform, a warning that the 
Adoption Act, 1989 is outdated and is being abused; that there is a 
growing trade in the intercountry adoption of healthy children 
under five; that young birth parents are coached into placing 
children with orphanages that then match them with foreign 
applicants; and that non-accession to the 1993 Hague Convention 
is itself a driver of demand.20

Child marriage and early unions: 

● The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2024 prohibits 
marriage involving a person below the age of 18, makes child 
marriages contracted after the Act’s commencement void, and 
provides for the annulment of pre-existing child marriages, court-
ordered compensation, protection, and recovery, rehabilitation, 
reintegration and case management for victims. Child Marriage 
Prohibition Officers must liaise with NCRA.21

● NCRA recorded 938 marriages arising from solemnisation in 
2022, involving 1,876 people, and reported a crude marriage rate 
of 0.22 marriages per 1,000 population. It suggested that people 
are more likely not to register their marriages once solemnisation 
has occurred. Because the report’s age-at-marriage statistics are 
based on registered marriages, unregistered unions are not 
captured in those statistics.22

Preservation of identity and access to

origins

● Available data on residential alternative care show 2,249 
children in 80 children’s homes, compared with 1,596 in 2017.15

This is an important increase in the number of children placed in 
alternative care.
● Sierra Leone’s Alternative Care Policy, 2025, prioritises 
preventing unnecessary family separation and reintegrating 
children with their biological families wherever this is safe and in 
the child’s best interests. It calls for individual care plans, 
immediate family tracing, regular reviews, and transition support 
for children leaving residential care. Support measures include 
cash transfers, food and housing assistance, healthcare, parental 
counselling, and positive-parenting programmes. It proposes 
monitoring the percentage of children successfully reunified, the 
number transitioning to permanent family-based care, and the 
timeliness of care reviews and permanency planning.16

Adoption:

● The Child Rights Act, 2025 retains the Adoption Act 1989 as 
the basis for adoption applications.17

● NCRA registered 233 adoptions in 2022, compared with 
195 in 2021; it is unclear how many of these are domestic or 
intercountry adoptions. Of the 233 adoptions registered in 2022, 
10 involved infants under one year, 72 involved children aged 10-
14, and 49 involved children in the combined 15-18 age band.18

● Sierra Leone is not a Contracting Party to the 1993 Hague 
Adoption Convention.19

Potential considerations:
• What is being undertaken to ensure that identity and 
family ties of children without parental care who live in informal 
arrangements are recorded and preserved?
• Adoption is still governed by the Adoption Act 1989. What 
is being undertaken to bring it into line with the Child Rights Act 
2025, including on a child's right to know their natural parents and 
extended family?

● Age verification remains an implementation challenge. 
Although the legal minimum age of marriage is 18 and registrars 
are required to verify the ages of both parties, verification is 
reportedly inconsistent, particularly in rural and customary 
settings.23

Trafficking and child labour:

• A 2023 report on child trafficking and the worst forms of child 
labour in Sierra Leone, which involved field research in the east of 
Sierra Leone, concluded that much of the trafficking of children is 
from poor rural areas to urban areas, and identified children aged 
12–17 years, children who have lost one or both parents and 
children who are not in school as those most vulnerable to 
trafficking. 24

Potential considerations:
• Has there been progress in legislation to prevent illegal 
adoption and the sale of children, and is accession to the 1993 Hague 
Adoption Convention being considered?
• What is being undertaken to give effect to the Prohibition of 
Child Marriage Act 2024 and to establish the age and parentage of 
those concerned?
• How many marriages have been registered in each year 
since the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act 2024 came into force, and 
how many child marriages have been identified or annulled?

Civil registration records: 

● The National Civil Registration Act, 2016 requires manual 
Personal Registration Files and corresponding electronic records, 
preserves the chronology of changes to civil-registration data, 
protects records against accidental destruction or loss and 
unauthorised access, alteration or disclosure, and retains each 
Personal Registration File for 150 years before transferring it to the 
national archive. Corrections retain the original entry, and paternity 
re-registration retains the existing birth entry.25

● NCRA reported in 2024 using an integrated civil-registration 
and identity system, securitised documents, digital verification and 
centre inspections.26

● In relation to age verification, this is also relevant to children 
in contact with the law, who may be alleged or suspected of a 
crime, for whom it is essential to be able to prove their identity.

Care, adoption and access to origins: 

● The National Civil Registration Act, 2016 repealed section 18 
of the Adoption Act 1989 and requires adoption orders to be 
entered in the Register of Adoptions. It permits correction of 
errors, amendment of entries following amendment of an adoption 
order, and cancellation where an adoption order is set aside. 
Searches and disclosure are restricted to authorised NCRA access 
or an order of the Authority or a competent court, with court 
disclosure subject to a best-interests test.27

● For adoptions, the National Civil Registration Act, 2016 allows 
a probable birth date to be replaced when the actual date becomes 
known, and provides for restoration of the adopted person’s pre-
adoption name when the adoption is terminated by a court.28

● The Child Rights Act, 2025 recognises, as far as possible, a 
child’s right to know their natural parents and extended family, but 
the provisions reviewed do not establish a clear procedure for 
adopted persons to access origin information.29

Potential considerations:
• What is being undertaken to ensure that adopted children 
and adults can obtain information about their identity of origin?
• What is being done to preserve the records of children in 
residential and foster care, particularly where a facility closes?
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Correction, re-registration and replacement records:

• The National Civil Registration Act, 2016 permits correction of 
factual errors while retaining the original entry; re-registration to 
add the father’s name, subject to the statutory conditions; 
evidence-based changes to a child’s forename; and applications to 
search the registers and obtain certified copies.30

Child marriage and early unions:

• The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2024 provides that 
child marriages are void or subject to annulment, and allows 
compensation, injunctions, safe homes, counselling, recovery, 
rehabilitation, reintegration and case management for victims.31

Restoration of identity following the 1991-2002 conflict:

• The Truth and Reconciliation Commission recommended 
special assistance for children who had not found their families, 
were orphaned by the war, or were born to girls and women as a 
result of rape.32

• The Sierra Leone Reparations Programme, established in 
2008 and administered by the National Commission for Social 
Action, extended to child war victims.33 In 2011 the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights reported that the TRC follow-up 
committee had never been established and that only 20,000 of 
32,000 registered victims had received partial benefits.34

• In 2014 the Human Rights Committee found that the 
Programme did not fully guarantee adequate reparation, including 
the full reintegration of child soldiers; that a significant number of 
victims had received nothing; that the War Victims’ Trust Fund 
faced serious funding constraints; and that victims in remote and 
rural areas were often never registered and so do not qualify as 
beneficiaries.35

• Many children placed in institutions during the conflict were 
victims of illegal adoption and child trafficking. The Government 
suspended adoptions from May 2009 to April 2012 over concerns 
about their legality and the welfare of adopted children, and 
established an interagency committee to draft new adoption laws 
and procedures; the suspension was lifted in April 2012 on the 
basis of the existing framework.36

• As of December 2022 that committee’s work was still 
continuing.37 No new adoption legislation has been enacted and 
the Adoption Act 1989 remains in force. No tracing programme, 
reunification support or reparation for children adopted in that 
period was identified based on publicly available information.

Potential considerations:
• Children separated, orphaned or born of rape during the 
conflict are now adults. What is being undertaken to allow them to 
trace their families, establish their parentage and recover their 
identity? 
• Will the mandate of the new National Commission for 
Children include the search for, and restoration of, the identity of 
children whose origins were concealed or falsified?

Restoration of

identity
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