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Delays in Death Registration and Certification 
 

BBC News has reported that Bereaved families in England and Wales are struggling to 

register relatives' deaths within official time limits, figures reveal. 

In 2015/16, 187,605 deaths were registered after the five-day legal limit, a 70% rise on 2011/12, 

General Register Office (GRO) figures show. 

Cuts to council budgets are among the reasons, the National Association of Funeral Directors 

(NAFD) said. 

The Local Government Association (LGA) said councils were tackling the delays. 

An individual who intentionally fails to inform, or refuses to provide information to a 

registrar about a death can be fined £200. 

But under the law, this would be avoided if delays in registering the death were caused by a 

council or because the medical certificate was issued late by a doctor or coroner. 

Grieving families who have experienced problems say the delays have caused further stress 

and heartache. 

"After my mother died it was horrendous. I had to wait a fortnight before I could get an 

appointment with the council to register the death," said Graham Morgan, from Cinderford, 

Gloucestershire. 

"We'd arranged my mother's funeral not expecting it would take so long to register the 

death. Without the registration certificate I began to panic that I'd have to cancel the funeral. 

"I was already feeling incredibly low because of the sense of loss and then to have all the 

added stress of trying to register the death put me in a right state." 

The figures, obtained from the GRO by the BBC in a Freedom of Information request, also 

show the total number of deaths registered increased by 6% between 2011/12 and 2015/16. 

They indicate there were 110,664 delayed registrations in 2011/12. 

The increase in delayed registrations is affected by councils making cuts to administrative 

staff, along with the conclusion of post-mortem examinations and inquests taking longer to 

be reached, the NAFD said. 

The NAFD said its own research showed that in some areas it can now take up to three 

weeks to officially register a death. 
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"There are councils who have cut the number of registrars they have available to register a 

death," Alison Crake, president of NAFD, said. 

"And whilst there are some families delaying the registration process out of personal choice, 

we are finding that overall the registration process is taking longer." 

Analysing the GRO data, BBC News also found 97% of councils in England and Wales saw 

an increase in the number of deaths being registered over the five day limit, between 2011/12 

and 2015/16. 

'Coroner's paperwork' 

Overall, one in every three deaths was registered over the five day limit in 2015/16. 

Councillor Ian Gillies, the LGA's bereavement services lead, said: "Various external factors 

have increasingly contributed to delays in registering deaths. 

"These include increased demand in appointments, deaths referred to coroners which 

include those subject to post-mortems and delays in obtaining the necessary paperwork from 

the certifying doctor or coroner. 

"Councils are working with the General Register Office to reduce delays." 

 

The National Association of Funeral Directors’ statement on the above 

story is below: 
 

Evidence from members of the National Association of Funeral Directors, gathered over 

several years, shows significant increases in the length of time taken by local authorities in 

processing death registration and a lack of coordination between the various public agencies 

involved when a life ends. There is also a lack of information given to families about the 

process; a gap which the funeral profession often finds itself trying to fill. 

 

NAFD members have reported Registrar’s offices closing or staff cutbacks, leading to people 

having to wait longer or travel a greater distance to complete the registration process. Many 

funeral directors routinely cite delays before an appointment can be made at Registrar’s 

offices during busy periods, or during school holidays and over Christmas, when many 

registrars are away at the same time. 

 

Other factors can influence the delay between death and the funeral too. We are aware of 

certain Cemeteries and Crematoria insisting on having forms two or three working days in 

advance of the funeral. Sometimes delays occur in getting doctors to sign paperwork, which 

can be exacerbated by the circumstances of the death – such as if someone dies away from 

their normal place of residence or was being treated by a specialist unit a distance from 

where they lived. 
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The NAFD would like to see better coordination of the various organisations involved at the 

end of a life to help families navigate the process. It is important that public agencies act in 

the public interest and actively support families who are grieving. The Association has long 

called for reforms to the Death Certification process and remains extremely disappointed 

that a consultation on the Introduction of Medical Examiners and Reform to Death 

Certification in England and Wales was issued in March 2016, but the Government has still 

not published any response to the consultation. 

 

 


