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tive policies to address the problem, they have not adequately considered what causes women to desert their children.
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There is no research to confir;aB ishypothesis; iended,o researchshows;aBat;aBe affectzedpopulation – especially teernsexpe-t



Unintended Consequences:  be adopted with medical history and other information – chose abandonment when offered the option.

30
the group it’s targeted at,”32

while noting the laws have “a lot of pitfalls” and do not “even try to address the root 
causes of the problem.”33

• The National Conference of State Legislatures questions “whether the mother would have tried to go through an
adoption agency to legally relinquish the baby, or if this is a person who would have left the baby by the road
side.”34

• Howard Davidson, Director of the American Bar Association Center on Children and the Law, advises that “If we’re
to effectively face the newborn abandonment problem, rusmf9b to pass ‘Baby Moses’ laws, or creatf9b new 
‘baskets for babies’ drop-off locatfons, do not provide the answer.”35

• The Child Welfare League of America also has reservatfons about whether the at-risk populatfon uses safe havens
or whether they are utilized, instead, by expectant mothers who may have made an adoptfon plan or raised their
children themselves.36

• The Family Research Council states that safe haven laws’ “chances for efficacy are doubtful.”37

• Neonaticide experts say that because women who kill their infants are typically confused and panicked, “it seems
somewhat unlikely’’ that safe havens “will be a viable alternative for many young women.”

address the same three major areas: 1) the process for legal abandonment, 2) parental rights and 3) parental anonymity and
immunity or legal defense,
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a year old. 
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law; they took the child to a hospital that happened to be a designated site.58

• Since the California law went into effect in January 2001, estimates of legally abandoned babies range from 19 to
20; of illegally abandoned babies, 38 to 86; and of babies found dead, 17 to 20.59

• New York State, which does not systematically track abandonments, reported 10 illegal ones in New York City in
the 18 months after its law was enacted. The city’s first reported “safe haven baby” in 2001 (one of two) was born
in a hospital.60

• Since the law’s enactment in Florida in 2001, an estimated 11 babies have been legally abandoned and 14 babies
have been illegally abandoned, 5 of whom were found dead.61
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allows newborns to be placed with biological relatives or adoptive parents after birth, infants abandoned at safe havens typ-
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Safe haven laws represent a relatively easy and quick, but superficial, answer to the questions surrounding unintended, con-
cealed pregnancies and the welfare of the resulting newborns. Not only is it unclear that these policies work, but they also
address the problem at the last possible opportunity, after birth. Public policy should prevent unintended pregnancies, pro-
tect infants at risk of abandonment, and assist mothers in making informed decisions that serve both their children’s inter-
ests and their own. In order for that to happen, new and existing resources must be directed toward the target population:
women who deny and conceal their pregnancies.Other time-tested interventions developed to address similar problems have proved suc,.te15o.  The objective of the feder-al Abandoned Infants Assistance Act, created in response to the growing number of children abandoned in hospitals by drug-
addicted and HIV-infected mothers, is “to prevent

the abandonment of infants and young children, including the provision of
servi,.t to members of the natural family for any condition that increas.t the probability of abandonment.” 79 The program,

alone and unattended in a non-clinical setting. Adoption and other permanency planning alternatives, including support serv-
ices enabling mothers to parent their children, provide stable and secure environments for infants from birth, thereby pre-
venting abandonments, safe or unsafe. Indeed, child welfare intervention after legal abandonment resulted in the mother
deciding to parent her child in the case of Texas’ first “safe haven” baby (in Austin), and the father assuming custody in the
case of Houston’s first “safe haven” infant.

83 Safe haven laws’ anonymityativessions undermine the possibilities for biologi-
cal mothers to change their minds about parenting or making an adoption plan, for family members to care for the children,
or for birth fathers to assert custody. Permanency planning, on the other hand, allows for these options. 
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49 Delaware, Florida, Illinois, Iowa, Missouri, Montana, Nevada, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Utah provide for some type of search 
and/or notice.

50 Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Maine, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, New Jersey, New York, 
North Carolina, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Washington do not.
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