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What is tagging, why was it needed and how did it 

become so important in stamp production? 

By the late 1950s major countries around the world were 

looking for a way to process their increasing mail 

volumes quicker.  One of the biggest problems to 

overcome in mail handling is to orient all letters in the 

same way so the stamp is in position to be cancelled.



The era of U.S. tagged stamps began on August 1, 1963 

with the introduction of the tagged 8¢ air mail stamp.  

This “first day of use” cover was produced by the 

National Cash Register Company that was key in the 
research in creating equipment to sort and cancel mail.

In the Beginning…



The solution was to apply an invisible 

coating of a substance over a stamp 

that would luminesce (“light up”) 

orange-red when exposed to ultraviolet 

light, allowing machinery to detect its 

location on the envelope and face all 
envelopes the same way.



The Dayton Experimental Station in Ohio was selected 

by the Post Office Department to run its first public test 

of the technology in 1963.  A small supply of 8¢ airmail 

stamps was produced with an invisible calcium silicate 

coating for the city wide test meant to separate air mail 

from regular mail.  It didn’t go without problems, as POD 

and NCR officials noted many airmail envelopes were 

franked with ordinary postage rather than the specially 

coated stamps.  A supply of tagged air mail labels was 

then ordered from the U.S. Printing Office, with postal 

clerks encouraged to use one on all air mail letters.



The Dayton test proved to 

postal officials that a more 

wide-spread test was needed 

to prove the use of tagging.  

On October 26, 1963 the City 

Mail delivery stamp was 

issued in Washington, D.C. 

and it was announced that all 

130 million of them would 

bear phosphor tagging.  True, 

but the tagging was 

inconsistent from sheet to 

sheet.  In fact, untagged 

errors were found by late 
December.



Since that time all U.S. 

commemoratives and most definitives 

have been printed using either an 

invisible  tagging coating, on hi-bright 

fluorescent or phosphored paper 

stock that triggers the UV sensors on 

the facer-canceller machines.

Airmail issues until the 1978 coated 

with the red-orange glowing calcium 

silicate coating, after which they along 

with all regular issued stamps were 

coated in zinc orthosilicate, glowing 
yellow-green under UV light.



There are many ways the tagging can be applied to a 

stamp…

overall           block            bar         background design

horiz. bar  highlighting design elements     hi-brite paper

Types of Tagging



Although invisible to the naked eye, tagging errors can 

be quite interesting when exposed to UV light.

“Prarie Fire” tag error               excessive spot

tagging shifts

Tagging Errors, Freaks and Oddities



Here’s an untagged U.S. error discovered locally in 

Rochester in 1992.  Several sheets of the 29¢ World 

Columbian Stamp Expo were found at the Britton Road 

Post Office in Greece shortly after its issuance date of 

January 24.  Some were used on ROPEX show covers 

in March and later signed by the stamp’s designer.  



Although commonly called a “black light,” there are two 

types of ultraviolet lamps that philatelists use. Shortwave 

UV lamps (254-266 nm) are used to view U.S. tagging 

and detects phosphorescence; longwave UV lamps 

(365-380 nm) are used to see most foreign nation 

tagging as well as differentiate U.S. paper types and 

detects fluorescence.  Use caution with shortwave light, 

which may cause cornea eye burns.

short wave lamp                              long wave lamp

UV Lamps



The difference between short and long UV can be 

confusing.  This all deals with the way light is absorbed 

and reflected at certain wavelengths.

Phosphorescence coatings on stamps glow when 

exposed to shortwave UV light and start fading once the 

light is turned off, lasting for a few seconds.  

Fluorescence can only be detected when longwave UV 

light is used and disappears as soon as the light is 
turned off.



Unlike the U.S., most postal agencies use fluorescence 

as their taggant of choice, viewable under longwave UV.

Non-US Tagging







Ingredients known as optical brighteners can be added 

during the paper manufacturing process to create “Hi-

Brite” paper, creating a built-in fluorescent taggant when 

exposed to longwave UV

light.  No surface tagging needed!

tagged vs. fluorescent paper

Paper Fluorescence



Stock supplied by paper makers can have differing 

amounts of optical brightener additives (sulfates) that 

whiten the fibers, with longwave UV fluorescent 

reactions ranging from dead to very bright, as seen here.



Canadian stamp specialists Irwin, Keane and Hughes 

developed a 12 point brightness scale in the 1970s to 

describe this:

Dead paper (Dead) - 0 on the Irwin scale

Non-Fluorescent (NF) - 1 on the Irwin scale

Dull Fluorescent (DF) - 2-3 on the Irwin scale

Low Fluorescent (LF) - 3-4 on the Irwin scale

Fluorescent (F) - 5-6 on the Irwin scale

Medium Fluorescent (MF) - 7-8 on the Irwin scale

High Fluorescent (HF) - 9-10 on the Irwin scale

Hibrite (HB) - 11-12 on the Irwin scale

For a detailed article on this scale, click here or go to: 
https://brixtonchrome.com/pages/understanding-paper-fluorescence-

advanced-version 

https://brixtonchrome.com/pages/understanding-paper-fluorescence-advanced-version


Page from the Unitrade Canadian Specialized Catalog:



Beware!  The proliferation of fake U.S. stamps sold as 

discount postage continues.  Lack of tagging is no 

longer a tell-tale sign of a counterfeit!  Look at this ad!

Counterfeit Stamps



The stamps depicted in UV photo of 

that ad are the USPS 2017 flag coils, 

with each stamp having a value of 

49¢ each when issued ($49 per coil).

This coil stamp was printed by two 

different manufacturers in rolls of 100.  

Ashton Potter used  non-phosphored

Type III paper with block tagging. 

Banknote Corporation of America’s 

version used pre-phosphored paper  

with overall tagging.

So are the $29.99 coils legit?



Here’s an article that just 

came out in Linn’s.  New 

tag missing errors continue 

to be found, but they must 

be expertised to guarantee 

their authenticity.



Here is a web link and two booklets to learn more:
https://stampsmarter.org/features/TaggingView.html

Philatelic Resources…



Now it’s your turn to

“turn on” your stamps!


