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Subject: Petition No 1359/2008 by S.B., (German) on uniform rules governing the use of 
Christian names and surnames 

1. Summary of the Petition

The petitioner, a German resident in Italy, indicates that there are wide disparities regarding 
the use of Christian names and surnames in Europe. Women in Italy, for example, keep their 
maiden name throughout their lives and use it to sign official documents. The petitioner is 
seeking uniform arrangements at EU level (for example, standard layout for indication of 
names on forms) and asks whether such arrangements are currently being considered at EU 
level or whether the problem has not yet been recognised.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 23 February 2009. Information requested from the Commission 
pursuant to Rule 192(4) of the Rules of Procedure.

3. Commission reply received on 19 June 2009.

One of the fundamental objectives of the European Union is to provide citizens with an area 
of freedom, security and justice without borders. Within this area it is necessary to ensure the 
individual protection of individuals and respect for their fundamental rights and freedom of 
movement. Increased mobility within the European Union for professional, private, study or 



PE426.987v01-00 2/2 CM\785718EN.doc

EN

other purposes has highlighted the need for the mutual recognition of personal status, that is to 
say, legal situation or status under private law, covering birth, marriage, partnership, name, 
death, etc.

Within the Union, Member State legislation regarding civil status varies greatly. Civil status 
and the registering thereof are covered by the national laws of the Member States and 
international conventions.

However, the Commission is aware of the administrative or legal difficulties arising in 
connection with events such as marriage, birth, divorce or death and the registering of 
Christian names and surnames in exercising the right to freedom of movement. In response to 
this, it commissioned a study in 2006 on Member State legislation concerning civil status. 
This is a recent study which has been available since December 2008 on the European civil 
and commercial law website: http://ec.europa.eu/civiljustice/news/whatsnew_en.htm. The 
question raised by the petitioner concerning the recognition of names is also covered therein.

Although, as Community law stands at present, the rules governing a person’s surname are 
matters coming within the competence of the Member States, the latter must nonetheless, 
when exercising their competence in this area, comply with Community law, in particular 
with Treaty provisions on the freedom of every citizen of the Union to move and reside in the 
territory of the Member States (see Judgment of the Court of Justice of 3 October 2003, 
Garcia Avello, C-148/02).

These provisions must be construed as precluding the administrative authority of a Member 
State from refusing to grant an application for a change of surname made on behalf of minor 
children resident in that State and having dual nationality of that State and of another Member 
State in the case where the purpose of that application is to enable those children to bear the 
surname to which they are entitled according to the law and tradition of the second Member 
State.

Conclusion

There is currently no Community instrument concerning civil status or, more specifically, the
recognition of Christian names and surnames.

In the run-up to the ‘Stockholm Programme - A Strategic Agenda for Freedom, Security and 
Justice’ the Commission has, on the basis of the abovementioned study, decided to consider 
ways of facilitating the recognition of civil status records.


