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This article reviews three types of official documents issued by the former Soviet Union, namely,
driving licenses, birth certificates and nursing diplomas. The change in formatting of these documents
over the years is described, including background prints, security features and details of how the
personalia are entered. A description is given of the most common forgeries encountered in the au-

thors’ laboratory for each class of document.

Introduction

Ever since the doors of the former Union of So-
viet Socialist Republics (USSR) were opened,
enabling its residents to emigrate freely, the State
of Israel has welcomed approximately one mil-
lion new immigrants. Apart from the expected
logistical problems of absorbing a number of
people that would become almost one fifth of the
entire population of the country, other problems
arose that resulted ultimately in changing sev-
eral laws relating to the rights of new immigrants.

As the situation stood, various documents had
to be presented in order to be eligible for certain
rights. For example, if one arrived from one’s
country of origin with a valid driving license, it
could be automatically exchanged for an Israeli
license, without taking a driving test. Further-
more, the new immigrant could purchase a car,
tax free; this in a country with a more than 100%
levy on new cars for local residents. These con-
ditions proved all too tempting for many new im-
migrants, arriving from a place where they had
either no need or no means for a car, and there-
fore no driving license. Document examiners at
the Questioned Documents Laboratory (QD Lab)
of the Israel Police examined literally thousands
of driving licenses of new immigrants. The forg-
eries encountered will be discussed in detail later
in this article.

The principle problem with the Soviet birth cer-
tificates stemmed from a different source. Based
on The Law of Return, any person of the Jewish
faith can claim immediate citizenship in The State
of Israel. According to orthodox Jewish precepts,
a “Jew” is a person born of a Jewish mother
(whether from birth or by orthodox conversion).

In the birth certificates issued by the former So-
viet Union, the nationality of the mother has been
featured since the Second World War, and in most
of the forged birth certificates encountered in the
QD Lab, it is this entry that is more often than
not altered in order to conform with the aforemen-
tioned requirement.

Birth certificates are also used, naturally, to con-
firm one’s true age, when this is disputed. Indeed,
some of the forgeries that have been encountered
in the laboratory were certificates that had been
altered in order to show a falsified date of birth
(Brown and Gerber, 1998).

The third group of documents most often sub-
mitted for verification of authenticity is nursing
diplomas. In order to practice nursing in Israel, one
has to show proof of graduation from a nursing
school and then pass an examination, as the level
of medical practice was found to differ somewhat
between the local standards and those that had
been acceptable in other countries. On examina-
tion of the USSR nursing diplomas submitted, cer-
tain forgeries were repeatedly encountered.
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Methods and Materials

Before examination of any official document, it
is of paramount importance to obtain specimens
for comparison so that one knows which type and
standard of printing are used in the authentic
document. When this is not possible, one has to
rely on ones own resources in building a refer-
ence collection.

This was the case here, especially with regard
to the driving licenses and nursing diplomas. (The
driving licenses were submitted at an early stage
of the immigrants’ absorption process, as the ben-
efits to be gained were of immediate advantage.
At that time the QD Lab did not have either ac-
tual specimen documents, or information regard-
ing their security features, etc. There were also
no official samples of nursing diplomas. By the
time the birth certificates were submitted for ex-
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amination, channels of communication between
the two countries were much more open which
enabled a freer exchange of information, although
actual specimens of birth certificates were never
received.)

When these documents were received for in-
spection, they were quite easily categorized as
being either authentic or fraudulent due to the
high standard of printing of the genuine docu-
ments.

At a later stage, both Interpol and a former
deputy director of the Soviet Government Print-
ing Press related that the printing of all official
documents issued in the Soviet Union was cen-
tralized (a 1991 personal communication with the
Ministry of the Interior of the USSR through
Interpol and a 1997 personal communication per-
sonal communication with Igor A. Mochalov, the
deputy general director of the “gosznak”). This
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Figure 1. USSR driving license - new format (post-1987).
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means that they all conformed to a central stan-
dard. At this later stage, specimen driving licenses
and nursing diplomas were also received.

The Russian word “gosznak,” which is usually
printed on the back cover of these documents or
on the bottom of the inside right hand page, is
apparently an abbreviation for The Government
Printing Press, and almost exclusively appears
beside the year in which that particular document
was printed (Figurel). In most cases, the initials
“MT?” are printed next to the word gosznak; these
stand for “Moscow Typography,” i.e., the govern-
ment printing press of Moscow.

Printing and Security Printing

In general, the standard of printing is very high
for all three types of documents. The standard
background print in driving licenses, birth cer-

tificates, and nursing diplomas is letterpress, with
clear and intricate designs printed in different
colors.

Driving Licenses

The driving licenses were issued in two principal
formats: as a double-paged booklet with a red syn-
thetic hard cover, with a photograph pasted on
the lower right side of the left page (Figure 2) and
as a two-sided card with the photograph on the
lower right of the front side.

These licenses were used in all the republics,
the only difference being the round cachet stamp
of various sizes that is imprinted partly on the
photograph. These stamps bear the name of the
specific republic issuing the driving license plus
other inscriptions, and different automobile-re-
lated symbols.
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Figure 2. USSR driving license - old format (pre-1987).
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On the outside cover of the bound licenses,
there is an imprinted symbol of the USSR in black
with the words “driving license” in Russian and
in French (Perelman, 1984). These formats were
also used for the newer driving licenses issued
after 1987.

Until 1987, the background design of the driv-
ing licenses was of an intricate pattern, printed
in letterpress, in red. The printed entries were in
black letterpress. Each segment of the “dotted
lines” had a rectangular shape and had the typi-
cal dark outline that is the trademark of letter-
press printing, as did the background design.

The paper contained a security feature, basically
a watermark, consisting of the letters “CCCP”
within a geometric design, which was visible prin-
cipally under infrared light, as absorbance (but not
via transmitted light, as the driving licenses were

backed with a sheet of cardboard). This watermark
security feature is also seen in the paper used for
birth certificates (Figure 5).

After 1987, the background print was improved
to include printing with several colors; as in rain-
bow printing, the different colors are produced on
one plate and in one printing stage (Figure 1). A
new security feature was introduced, namely an
ultraviolet fluorescent geometric print on both
pages and an ultraviolet fluorescent print placed
vertically on the right page with the Russian
equivalent of the letters GAI — (Government Au-
tomobile Inspection) (Figure 3). The UV dye is in-
corporated into certain areas of the visible green
print.

The printed text is always in the Russian lan-
guage, regardless of the republic where it was to
be used. The details were mostly handwritten in

Figure 3. USSR driving license - new format - showing UV fluorescent printing.
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Russian in black fountain pen ink, although li-
censes have been encountered with ballpoint ink,
typewritten entries, and also with English trans-
lations, presumably for use abroad.

An interesting observation is that the typical
black fountain pen ink does not lie homoge-
neously but is seemingly repelled by the red lines
of the background print (Figure 4).

The photograph of the driver is glued to the bot-
tom of the left page as seen in Figures 1 and 2.
The bottom right corner of the photograph is of-
ten left white, so that the rubber stamp is more
easily visible.

Birth Certificates

The format of the birth certificates has changed
several times since the beginning of the soviet

regime; certificates issued after World War II are
of main interest here.

Between the years 1949-1969, the birth certifi-
cates were double-paged with a colored back-
ground print, no hardcover binding and a water-
mark consisting of the letters CCCP in a geomet-
ric design (Figure 5). (One of the birth certificates
in the reference collection was printed in 1964
and had a hard cover made of a red synthetic ma-
terial. It has the letters “CCCP” as part of the
colored background print.)

At least since 1970, birth certificates had a hard
cover made of a green synthetic material, im-
printed on the front with the symbol of the USSR
and the words “birth certificate” in Russian. The
background print was still colored, but it also in-
cluded a color print of the letters CCCP on both
pages (Figure 6).
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Figure 4. The black fountain pen ink is rejected by the red lines of the background printing.
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This format was in use at least until the dis-
bandment of the USSR, but at the same time pre-
vious versions of birth certificates were also be-
ing issued in the same format as described above
(i.e., with a watermark and no hard cover bind-
ing, or with a creamy yellow cardboard cover).

Since 1953, each birth certificate has a serial
number composed of a Roman numeral, two let-
ters of the Cyrillic alphabet, “N°®”, and six digits.
From 1940-1953 Roman numerals were appar-
ently not used.

At least since 1978, birth certificates have also
been issued with lilac colored covers and in a
slightly different format; the right page is loose-
leaf, and it has the same CCCP watermark in geo-
metric design as mentioned above. These docu-
ments were presumably issued for use abroad, as
on the reverse side of the right page, there is a
stamp of the foreign department of the republic
that issued the birth certificate. These birth cer-

tificates have extra letters of the Cyrillic alpha-
bet printed before the regular serial number. The
printed text is always in Russian, and for birth
certificates issued in the other republics; the lo-
cal language is printed beneath each Russian line.

Since 1969, the dotted lines are comprised of
black rectangles printed by letterpress, but pre-
1969, the lines are comprised of less well-defined
green oval shapes (Figure 7).

On the bottom of the right page, close to the
binding, there is usually a number printed in small
digits. Each number is representative of the spe-
cific republic where the birth certificate was is-
sued. For birth certificates issued in the Russian
republic, there is no printed number. A list was
compiled from birth certificates received from
The Ministry of the Interior and is constantly
being updated as birth certificates from as yet
unlisted Republics are received for examination
at the lab (Table 1). The abbreviation ASSR in the

Number Republic
blank Russia
2 Ukraine
3 Byelorussia
4 Georgia
5 Armenia
6 Azerbaijan
7 Uzbekistan
8 Turkmanistan
9 Tadzhijkistan
13 Bashkir ASSR
14 Kirgizia
16 Udmurt ASSR
23 55 Kabardino-Balkar ASSR

24 Yakut ASSR
30 Dagestan
31 Kazakhstan
33 Moldavia
41 Abkhaz ASSR
79 Lithuania

Table 1

A List of Numbers on USSR Birth Certificates Representing the Different Republics
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table refers to an autonomic Soviet Socialist Re-
public, an area within one of the larger Soviet
Socialist Republics.

The personalia in the various different formats
of birth certificates are handwritten, mostly in
Russian, and although rare, they have also been
found in the language of the issuing republic. The
ink used is mostly a purple fountain pen ink.

Nursing Diplomas

The nursing diplomas have the same format re-
gardless of the state in which they were issued.
(The diplomas are in fact certificates issued for
general use; our experience focuses principally on
diplomas issued for the nursing profession.)
They consist of a double-paged blue, brown or
red synthetic material hard cover booklet with
an imprinted symbol of the Soviet Union and the
word “diploma” in Russian on the front cover.
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The diplomas that were issued in republics
other than Russia have the Russian language
printed text on the right page, and the local lan-
guage of that republic on the left page. The name
of the republic is printed vertically along the left
hand margin of the left page (Figure 8).

In diplomas issued for use in the Russian re-
public, the left page contains only the background
print with no format for personalia.

Since 1989, this “empty” left page has a back-
ground print of vertical lines, which is different
from the right hand page in Russian that has a
horizontal, geometric oval-like print.

Prior to 1989, both the Russian right page and
the “empty” left page had the same horizontal
print described above.

The entries are always handwritten in the ap-
propriate language for that republic on the left
page, and in Russian on the right page, mostly in
a black fountain pen ink.

Figure 5. Watermark on the birth certificate paper showing the letters “CCCP” in a geometric design.
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Most Common Forgeries Encountered

There are three principal types of forgery of docu-
ments that also apply to the three types discussed
here:

* Forgery of the entire document, including
the paper, the background print, printed text
and the supposed issuance by the Soviet
authorities.

* Alteration of part of the document, including
a mechanical or chemical erasure of all or part
of the entries, and/or photograph substitution
in the driving licenses.

* Acquisition of an authentic document by ille-
gal means.
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The latter type of forgery poses an almost insur-
mountable problem to the document examiner.
If it is possible to acquire authentic documents,
either through bribery or by theft, then there is
little that the document examiner can do to prove
that the document is fraudulent. Other formal
channels have to be used in these cases to check
the local registries and see whether those docu-
ments had indeed been issued to that person.

Even when the document is found to be a forg-
ery, there have been cases in court where the de-
fendant has claimed that the document in ques-
tion was given to him as is, in its non-authentic
format. In this case, the document examiner can
only show the court why the document is a forg-
ery; it is up to the court to decide if the claims of
the defendant as to its acquisition are reasonable
or not.
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Figure 6. USSR birth certificate.
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Figure 7. Magnification showing “dotted line” and background print on birth certificates;
pre-1969 on left hand side and post-1969 on right hand side.
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Figure 8. USSR nursing diploma issued for use in Georgia.
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Driving Licenses

Photo substitution in driving licenses is no dif-
ferent from that generally found in other docu-
ments. This topic is well covered in the available
literature and will therefore not be discussed here.

Forgery of driving licenses has included falsifi-
cation of the entire document including the bind-
ing, paper, security features, printed text, cachet
stamps and the personal details.

The printed text and background print which
are done in letterpress in an authentic license are
most often prepared by offset printing in the forged
licenses with a lower printing quality.

The security feature of the letters CCCP in a
geometric design, which in an authentic driving
license is visible as infrared absorbance, has been
found in forged licenses as either printing which
is faintly visible in regular light, as fluorescence
in ultraviolet light, or as slightly raised print vis-
ible under oblique light (Figure 9).

In other cases, authentic documents have been

used with photograph substitution and alterations
of the personal details, usually by a very fine
mechanical erasure of the handwritten lines only.
This can be detected under the microscope as dis-
turbance of the paper fibers and background print;
sometimes, small ink deposits remain where the
original writing was not completely erased (Fig-
ure 10).

On the right hand page of the driving licenses,
there are five categories of vehicles; with a rect-
angular stamp with the word “permitted” in Rus-
sian signifying which category the driver is au-
thorized to drive. Another rectangular stamp with
a diagonal line through it signifies that the driver
is not authorized to drive that category of vehicle
(Figures 1 and 2). These stamps are sometimes
erased and forged to increase the range of vehicles
that the license holder may drive.

Attempts by potential forgers to forge the new
version of driving licenses were unsuccessful in
replicating the quality of the colored and UV print-
ing.

Figure 9. Complete forgery of a USSR driving license. The “CCCP” security feature in a
geometric design is visible to the naked eye.
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Figure 10. Fine mechanical erasure of handwritten entries on a USSR document.

Birth Certificates

For birth certificates the actual form is usually
authentic, although several have been examined
that were prepared by color photocopier or by off-
set printing. The authentic forms that have been
altered show signs of a chemical erasure of either
all the entries or just those of the parents, par-
ticularly the mother’s nationality. The parents’
names are sometimes altered to more Jewish
sounding names.

It should be noted that the round rubber stamp
is usually preserved (Figure 11). (The rubber
stamps have not been examined in detail due to
both the lack of sufficient information on what
features they should contain and due to the vast
number of stamps in use in the various localities.
This holds also for the driving licenses and nurs-
ing diplomas.)

In the case of chemical erasures, the background
print (especially the light green areas) is usually
faded, the solvent front is sometimes visible as

brown staining, the paper fibers may be raised and
the new handwriting has a feathery appearance.
For the non-bound certificates the ink of the new
writing often transfers through to the reverse side
of the paper.

Under UV or infrared luminescence, even in-
visible chemical erasures most often show up as
a strong stain, either as fluorescence or absor-
bance. This is probably a result of one of the era-
sure processes used, where the ink is oxidized
using a potassium permanganate/acetic acid mix-
ture and then treated with hydrogen peroxide.

The erased writing is often visible as infrared
luminescence or under UV, as seen in Figures 12
and 13.

There have been other cases where authentic
birth certificates showing no signs of alteration
or obliteration were found to be forged, as the lan-
guage used did not match the republic to which
it was issued (according to the number printed
near the central binding as mentioned in Table
1).
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Figure 11. USSR birth certificate; at this stage the stains of the chemical erasure are evident
(before cleansing), while the round stamp remains untouched.
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Figure 12. USSR birth certificate (shown in Figure 11) with the erased entries showing
strong infrared luminescence.
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Nursing Diplomas

On some of the nursing diplomas, the year in
which the diploma had been printed was altered,
usually by a mechanical erasure, so that it
matched the year in which the candidate had sup-
posedly graduated. The rest of the diploma was
an authentic document with no further altering
of the entries.

There have been cases where the entire docu-
ment had been forged as seen by the background
print, which was prepared by low quality offset
printing instead of the letterpress print found in
authentic diplomas. In other cases, the form for
the diploma had been prepared using a color pho-
tocopier.

Discussion

There are many lessons to be learned when at-
tempting to absorb a large number of immigrants

into any country, particularly a relatively small
one. From the point of view of the immigrant,
arriving into a new culture, learning a new lan-
guage and adapting to a different climate and
lifestyle is never easy, even when the emigration
is by choice. To be faced with a criminal file al-
most as one descends from the plane obviously
does not improve matters and it was for this rea-
son that it was decided not to press charges against
the holders of the forged driving licenses.

However, the law regarding the issuing of Is-
raeli driving licenses to all immigrants was
amended as a result of the vast number of forger-
ies encountered, such that each immigrant is re-
quired to pass a driving test in order to get an Is-
raeli license. Furthermore, experts of the Minis-
try of Transportation examine each foreign driv-
ing license, with guidance from the QD Lab, for
its authenticity.

With regard to birth certificates, they are still
presented as evidence of an immigrant’s Jewish

Figure 13. USSR birth certificate under infrared luminescence showing visible writing in
black and original writing that had been erased as fluorescence.
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identity at the Ministry of Interior. They are ex-
amined there by an official of the Ministry who
relays the suspect certificates to the QD Lab for
verification. If it is found that the contents of the
birth certificate have been even partly forged, the
holder is usually deported back to his country.
The case is taken to court if the deportation or-
der is appealed.

If the birth certificate was submitted to verify
the authenticity of the entry of the date of birth
and this was found to be altered, the case is treated
as any other case of its kind, i.e., the claim is con-
tested by the district attorney’s office.

As for nursing diplomas, at present, in order to
be able to work as a nurse, proof of graduation
from a nursing school has to be shown, and in
any case the nursing candidate has to pass a local
examination to ensure that medical standards are
met. The nursing diplomas are submitted to the
laboratory by the Health Ministry. Cases are
brought to court when the findings of the labora-
tory show that the diploma is forged and these
findings are contested.

Fortunately, to date, the documents that have
been submitted for examination had all been is-
sued by the former Soviet Union, before its dis-
bandment. This means that there is a level of
uniformity in the printing standards of the vari-
ous documents, which facilitates their examina-
tion, regardless of where they were issued in the
vast expanse of what was the Soviet Union.

Today the situation is much more complicated,
as there is no central printing press standard to
which all states must conform. Instead, each re-
public has the independence to choose both the
format of its documents and the level of printing
and security features that it wishes to include to
safeguard them. Furthermore, the collection of
samples is obviously easier when centralized.
Today, it is necessary to establish contact with
each and every republic in order to receive au-
thentic documents for comparison with those that
are disputed, a process that takes time but has
been already set in motion.
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