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What is an Apostille? 

What purpose does it serve?



Production of public documents abroad without 
the Apostille Convention: the long, cumbersome 

and costly legalisation procedure (model)

Public 
Document

1st authentication 
authority/officer/agency 
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3rd authentication 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs

4th authentication 
Embassy / Consulate of 

State of production 
based in State of 

execution

5th authentication 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of State of production 
(some States only)

2nd authentication 
authority/officer/agency 

(depends on State) 
(e.g. Ministry of Interior, 

Education or Justice)

(signing person or authority 
unknown in State of 

production – thus need to 
authenticate the origin of 

the document)



Competent Authority: issues, affixes and 
registers Apostille

One-stop 
process 

(single check)
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Public Document

Origin of Apostille may be 
verified by contacting 

Competent Authority that 
(allegedly) issued Apostille 

– this Comp Auth then 
checks its Register and 

confirms whether or not it 
really issued the Apostille in 

question (Art. 7)

Document ready to 
be produced and 
used

Production of public documents abroad 
with the Hague Apostille Convention

(signing person or authority 
unknown in State of 

production – thus need to 
authenticate the origin of 

the document)



The Hague Convention of 5 October 1961 
Abolishing the Requirement of Legalisation 

for Foreign Public Documents 
(Apostille Convention)

• Greatly facilitates international circulation of public 
documents issued by a State Party to the Convention and to 
be produced in another State Party to the Convention

• 98 Contracting States from around the world:



98 Contracting States 



Apostille Convention: 
a very successful treaty, …

• Most widely ratified Hague Convention

• Despite its age, the Convention continues to attract new 
Contracting States at an impressive rate – from 1 January 
2000 to present: more than 30 countries joined (>30%!) – 
latest Contracting States: Dominican Republic, Vanuatu, 
Mongolia, Cape Verde, Peru

• Others are actively studying the Convention (Chile, Canada, 
Philippines, Indonesia, Iran, etc.) 



• Applied millions of times a year:
– more than 6000 per day in Venezuela;
– approx. 6000 per day in Colombia (June 2010) 
– more than 3000 per day in UK;  
– approx. 400’000 per year in France

• 42 States that provided answers to 2008 Questionnaire 
issued 4’823’860 Apostilles in total

… a very popular treaty, …



• Makes people’s lives easier (direct impact) – frees up 
resources at Embassies and Consulates (while still 
generating revenue)

• Price: 
o A few States issue Apostilles for free
o Most States charge a reasonable price
o Average is approx. € 15 / US$ 20
o UK: £ 28.80 (standard service) 

£ 71 (premium service) (€ 86…)

… and a very useful one, too! 



Limited effect of an Apostille

• The ONLY effect of an Apostille is to certify the authenticity 
of the signature, the capacity in which the person who 
signed the document has acted, and where appropriate, the 
identity of the seal or stamp which the document bears

• An Apostille does not relate to the content of underlying 
document!



“Apostille Section”

• PB closely monitors practical operation of Convention – see 
“Apostille Section” on HCCH website at www.hcch.net – look 
for the link: Apostille Section (incl. e-APP)







“Apostille Section” (cont.)

• PB closely monitors practical operation of Convention – see 
“Apostille Section” on HCCH website at www.hcch.net – look 
for the link: Apostille Section (incl. e-APP)

• Offers a wealth of information, including
– Conclusions & Recommendations of the 2009 Special 

Commission which reviewed the practical operation of 
the Apostille Convention

– e-APP
– New Brochure: “ABCs of Apostille”



So then… why is there the e-APP?!
• In numerous States, most of Apostille-related work is still 

done… manually!

• Origin of public document is not always verified 
adequately before Apostille is issued…

• In some States, Apostilles are… stapled to underlying 
document

• Use of stamped signatures on Apostilles

• “Register? What Register?!” – almost no requests for 
verifications

• Which is why the HCCH launched the electronic Apostille 
Pilot Program (e-APP), in cooperation with the National 
Notary Association of the USA (2006)



So then… why is there the e-APP?!

Use of “modern technology” to:

• Improve effective operation of Apostille Convention

• Increase secure operation of Apostille Convention



 

Make Apostille Convention fit for 21th Century without  
having to amend the Convention or adopt a Protocol



The e-APP in a nutshell

Two Components:

1) Issuance and use of electronic Apostilles 
(e-Apostilles)

2) Creation and Operation of electronic Registers of 
Apostilles 
(e-Registers)



 

One day, most (all?) Apostilles will be issued 
electronically and all Competent Authorities will operate 
an electronic Register



 

Visit  www.e-APP.info





The e-Register component



 

Enable a recipient of an Apostille to verify its origin easily and 
securely:
• Online 

URL of e-Register should be indicated on Apostille – but 
outside the box with 10 standard items

• Using number and date of Apostille 
no “fishing expeditions” possible (avoid consequential 
numbering of Apostilles)

• Automatic response
o “Yes” or “No”
o or instead of/in addition to “Yes”: (PDF-)image of the 

entire Apostille
o plus possibly additional information about underlying 

document



The e-Register component (cont.)

• e-Registers work for both e-Apostilles and paper Apostilles !

• Where there are several Competent Authorities in a Contracting 
State, explore possibility of having ONE central e-Register for all 
Competent Authorities



The e-Register component (cont.)

• Open source e-Register software available – for free – on 
www.e-APP.info (incl. PHP and MySQL)

• Option to store digital fingerprint of underlying public document 
(for e-Apostilles) or copy of public document



 

All this should encourage greater use of Apostilles Registers as 
a public convenience and a deterrent to forgery and fraud – 
brings major benefits to CA and end-users of the Convention!



Move from this... …to something 
more like...















The e-Apostilles component

• Encourage Competent Authorities to issue secure e-Apostilles

• By using, for example, Adobe® Acrobat® out-of-the-box PDF 
technology (prof. ed.) – enables CA to issue e-Apostilles in PDF 
and to sign these e-Apostilles by using a digital certificate



 

Origin of e-Apostille can easily be verified by recipient by 
checking origin and status of digital signature

• Implementation of e-Apostilles component is ideally (but not 
necessarily) combined with implementation of electronic means 
to verify origin of underlying public document (via electronic 
databases)   



Move from …



… or …



… to …



… and 
eventually ...



Should foreign e-Apostilles 
be recognised in State of destination ?

• YES of course, why not ?!



 

Pragmatic component (“reality check”):



If +

are acceptable means for issuing and affixing an 
Apostille (and they have been so far…!), then …

or



… not be possible 
and acceptable?

… why should an e-Apostille with a digital 
certificate, which offers far higher security and 
certainty, …



Should foreign e-Apostilles 
be recognized? (cont.)

• YES, of course, why not ?!


 

Legal component:
• Under the Convention, an Apostille validly issued in one 

Contracting State must be accepted in another Contracting 
State

• Not extending this basic principle to e-Apostilles would 
provide the receiving Contracting States with more power 
in the electronic world than they have in the paper world!

• Such a double standard would be very unsatisfactory as the 
use of e-Apostilles is much more secure than paper 
Apostilles



Should foreign e-Apostilles 
be recognized? (cont.)

• Convention text is neutral as to form of Apostille – allows 
for functional equivalence and thus for the Convention to 
keep up with technological developments

• Domestic legislations that expressly allow use of e- 
documents and e-signature – more and more courts 
allow or even require e-filing

• No need to amend Convention or adopt Protocol!



Don’t forget…
• Both components (e-Apostilles and e-Registers) are addressed 

to / used by:
1) Competent Authorities:

i. Issue e-Apostilles
ii. Register paper or e-Apostilles in e-Register

2) Recipient in State of destination:
i. Verify origin of e-Apostilles via digital Certificate
ii. Verify origin of paper or e-Apostilles via e-Registers

• Software is a suggestion only – other technologies possible!
• Two components are independent – one can be 

implemented before the other (typically e-Register is 
implemented first)

• No need for a new Convention – no need to amend the existing 
Convention – keep all States (almost 100!) on board



e-APP: Status of implementation



Jurisdiction e-Apostilles e-Register
Andorra July 2009

Belgium Oct 2007

Bulgaria Nov 2008

Colombia Oct 2007
(providing printouts of e-Apostilles)

Oct 2007

Georgia July 2009

Mexico – Fed District Feb 2010 
(plus possib. to verify e-signature on Apostille)

New Zealand May 2009 April 2010

Rep of Moldova Jan 2009

Spain – Murcia Nov 2008

USA – Kansas Feb 2007

USA – R.I. Feb 2007

USA – Texas 
(currently only for Apostilles issued by 

Corporations Section of SoS) 
Nov 2008



e-APP: Status of implementation

From “Pilot Program” to reality!



e-APP: Status of implementation

Who is next?



The e-APP for Europe Project

• Hague Conference as applicant
• Spain as partner
• Czech Republic, Finland, France as associate partners

• Development of central e-Register for Spain – will be combined 
with State-wide issuance of e-Apostilles

• Promotion throughout Europe and beyond:
• 6th International e-APP Forum
• 3 Regional Meetings (Helsinki, Prague, Paris), open not only 

to European Contracting States

• 18-month project; project coordinator/manager



Times are changing…



Questions?
Christophe Bernasconi 

cb@hcch.nl

The e-APP: 
Enabling the Apostille 

Convention to grow from 
strength to strength!
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