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File photos Knowing what to do — and what paperwork is needed — when someone is born, dies or marries can help with a stress-filled time. 

The important role of vital statistics 

By Eric Stockley and Chris 

Mashintonio 

SPECIAL TO FEELING FIT 

   I took an early interest in vital statistics starting somewhere around puberty. 

   My interest was spurred by the old movie star magazines that routinely disclosed the “vital statistics” of Jean Harlow, Betty Davis, and Jane Mansfield, to name just three of the bevy of beauty’s that fulfilled my fantasy world at that time. 

   It was not until I came to work for the Florida Department of Health that I learned there is a Department of Vital Statistics within each of the state’s 67 counties. 

   Even as a state employee, I really had no great insight into what vital statistics did. I knew they did not spend their day measuring the bust, waist and hip measurements of every female in the county, but as for what they did and why they did it, remained pretty much a mystery to me. 

   Have you ever thought if you or a family member passed away how you would handle your affairs? Insurance claims, transferring of deeds and other legal documents, selling or disposing of property — These actions will all require proof of death. Or, what if you finally made all the arrangements for that dream cruise, only to find out the week before your departure that your birth certificate is missing? 

   Picture your self rummaging through the attic in this heat looking for a birth certificate that you probably lost years ago. You’ll be left staying on board at the various ports and unable to re-enter the United States without it. That’s if they even let you on the ship without it. 

   What if your purse or wallet was stolen and you need to replace your driver’s license etc? Good luck without a birth certificate. 

   So you see, you might not need vital statistics today, but who knows what lies before us. 

   I am writing this article to let you know what services the Charlotte Counties office of vital statistics does and the vital role it plays in our community. 

   Collecting enumerations of people is nothing new. The Chinese were probably the first, closely followed by the Persians, Egyptians and Greeks long before the birth of Christ. 

   Usually it was done to mass an army or for taxation purposes. The British have birth, death and marriage records dating back to November 1532 known as “Bills of Mortality.” 

   However, as the world becomes more and more global, so does the need to track births and deaths. 

   Long before the existence of the Charlotte County Health Department’s Department of Vital Statistics, Charlotte County was part of DeSoto County, which was created in 1887. Charlotte County wasn’t established until April 23, 1921. 

   Recorded births occurring within the boundaries of the newly established Charlotte County were separated from DeSoto County’s files and transferred to the Charlotte County Court House; hence, the start of the local vital statistics office. 

   The Charlotte County Health Department currently has three full-time staff that runs the Department of Vital Statistics, as well as security of all CCHD records and other HIPPA related tasks. 

   The department is under the supervision of Chris Mashintonio. Chris moved to Florida from Valley Forge, Penn., in September of 1978. 

   In June of 1983, she started working in the Department of 

Vital Statistics at CCHD where she has continued to work for the past 23 years. During this time, she has accrued a wealth of knowledge and experience in all areas of recording births, deaths and fetal deaths. So much so, that she was elected by her peers as Florida’s South West Regional — encompassing Lee, Sarasota, DeSoto and Collier counties — representative on the Chief Deputy Registrar Advisory Committee at the state level for a six-year term of office. 

   Tina Knisley, originally from Frankfort, Ind., and Tammy Smith, a true Floridian from Arcadia, make up the remaining staff. Both are well-versed in record security and storage as well as all aspects of vital statistics. 

   In case you’re wondering about marriage records, that falls under the jurisdiction of the Clerk of Court. Marriages are recorded with the local Clerk of Court and forwarded to the State Office of Vital Statistics. However, as so many people tend to link births, deaths and marriages together, there are a supply of forms needed to obtain a Florida marriage license from the state office of Vital Statistics in Jacksonville. 

Birth Certificates 101 

   It is the responsibility of the Peace River Regional Medical Center, attending midwife, or family member for unattended home births to report all births to the CCHD within five days of the birth. 

   Since most of our births occur at the Peace River Regional Medical Center, this is usually done daily by a courier. 

   As these are legal documents that follow an individual through life, it is imperative that they be scrutinized by the local staff for any omissions or errors before acceptance. Any errors result in the certificate being returned to the originator for correction. 

   Once corrected and accepted by the local vital statistics office, a file copy is retained and the original document is sent to the state office in Jacksonville where it is again inspected for possible errors. 

   After this final review, the information is then entered into a statewide database and available to the parents within a short time. Mom or dad can get a copy of the birth certificate at any Florida county health department with proof of identification. The price of a birth certificate varies slightly from county to county. 

   It is important to remember that birth certificates are printed on safety paper that have a lightly embossed state seal on the lower left hand corner of the document and should not be laminated as this voids the certificate. 

   In Charlotte County, we can generate birth certificates for births occurring anywhere in the state of Florida from 1930 to the present. Certain age and ID requirements are necessary when requesting a birth certificate. Pamphlets and brochures are available at all health departments on birth registration. Our vital statistic’s staff are well-trained in this area and will be happy to help you with your questions. 

Death Certificates 101 

   Obtaining a death certificate is a delicate subject that many of us will have to face at some time. Although this process comes at a time of loss and sorrow, CCHD’s department of vital statistics staff have many years of experience. They work cohesively with funeral directors, hospitals, and physicians to ensure the process is as smooth as possible for the surviving parties. 

   Basically, at the time of death, the family notifies a funeral director of their choice of the passing. From that point on, the funeral director will take charge of initiating and filing the death certificate as a part of their services. 

   It is the funeral directors responsibility to obtain from family members basic demographic information, document this information on the current approved Florida certificate of death, present it for medical certification to the attending physician or the medical examiner in cases where the manner of death may have been accidental, suicidal, homicide or undetermined. 

   Once completed, the certificate is brought to the local department of vital statistics for filing. 

   Staff scrutinize the legal document for errors or omissions. If acceptable, the CCHD Department of Vital Statistics makes a copy to be held locally by CCHD and the original is sent to Jacksonville. Certified copies can be issued at this point. 

   Two types of certified copies of death are available to the surviving family members “with cause” and “without cause”. 

   Without cause is a certificate with all the demographic details of the individual’s life except for the cause of death. 

   This information is public record and is often needed to settle legal or financial matters where they need to know that the person has died, but not what they died from. 

   With cause, copies contain all the details of the death certificate, including the cause of death. It is generally used for insurance purposes or for maintaining family records. 

   This type of certificate is usually available only to family members with proof of identification; however, they can also be obtained by the executor of the will or beneficiaries of a life insurance policy when submitted with proper identification and documentation. 

   Currently CCHD can only reproduce death certificates for deaths occurring in Charlotte County since 1927. 

   The state is currently developing plans, giving each health department the ability to produce copies of death certificates for any county in Florida from 1970 to the present. 

   Currently, there is no estimated start date for implementation of this feature. 

General information 

   What I have given you here is a basic overview to the role of the health department in the community with regards to vital statistics. However, make no mistake that the rules and laws surrounding birth and death certificates are many and quite complex. 

   For that reason, the department also serves as an advisory service to residents and visitors of Charlotte County. This is a free service. The rules and regulations can appear to leave a person in a catch-22 situation. 

   For example, a person over 18 with no documents needs a birth certificate to get a photo ID. But if they are not in possession of their birth certificate they need an ID to get a birth certificate. What comes first, the chicken or the egg? 

   Another example is a mother under the age of 18 who has a child. She can get a copy of her child’s birth certificate, but not her own birth certificate until she turns 18 years of age. 

   Vital statistics are trying to make accessibility to services easier for residents to access. 

   All of the application forms used by the Department of Vital Statistics can now be found at the Charlotte County Administration building in Murdock. The forms are in the lobby, the Clerk of Court office, Charlotte County Mid Regional Library at the corner of Forrest Nelson Street and U.S. 41 and all the CCHD clinics. 

   Information and certain certificate copies are available on line at www.vitalchek.com The service accepts credit card payments and fees are based on the certificate fee plus Vital Chek’s surcharge of $5. 

   Clients have the option of receiving the certificates by regular postage which is free, but they can also request overnight services anywhere in the United States via FedEX for an additional fee. 

   All birth certificate and death certificate records become public record after 100 years. Here in Charlotte County, we currently issue approximately 2,000 death certificates and 1,000 birth certificates a year. 

   Remember, it is illegal to photocopy a birth or death certificate. Since certified copies are produced on safety paper, if they are photocopied,the word “VOID” appears throughout the copied document and are deemed unacceptable for submission by various business entities.  Save yourself your time and energy by presenting an original the first time around.   The information gained from birth and death records is indispensable for the planning and building of future county, state and government infrastructures such as schools, hospitals and health departments.   Hopefully this information has helped to give you some insight into the workings of Charlotte County Health Department and the many services that we bring to the community. If you or a loved one ever needs help gaining a copy of a birth or death certificate please come by our vital statistics office at 514 East Grace St. in Punta Gorda. Please be sure to bring the necessary information with you. 

   Eric Stockley is with the Charlotte County Health Department.
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