Infant Abandonment:
A Unique Form of Child Maltreatment

1 2001, the North Carolina General Assem-

bly passed a safe haven law for infant aban-
donments,! which can be as lethal as any form of
family violence. Formally known as the Infant
Homicide Prevention Act, this law allows a par-
ent legally to give up an unharmed infant up to
seven days old anonymously without being sub-
ject to criminal prosecution.

The purpose of the law is to encourage par-
ents who might otherwise abandon an infant in
a way that might jeopardize the baby or the par-
ent instead to deliver the infant to a statutorily
designated person working at a place intended to
provide a safe haven. These persons designated
in the law must accept the infant and take appro-
priate steps to assure its well-being. They in-
clude a health care provider on duty or at a hos-
pital or at a local or district health department or
a nonprofit community health center, a law en-
forcement officer on duty or at a police station
or sheriff’s department, a social services worker
who is on duty or at a local social services depart-
ment, or a certified emergency medical services
worker on duty or at a fire or emergency medi-
cal services station. However, any adult acting
in good faith may accept the infant and contact
appropriate authorities to assure its well-being.

The new law was driven by statistics indi-
cating numerous deaths among abandoned in-
fants. From 1985 to 1997, 22 newborns were
found dead in North Carolina.? Nationally, in
1998 alone, the number of abandonments based
on publicized accounts was 1052 It is difficult
to calculate the actual number of abandonments,
since it is unknown how many abandoned infants
are never located.
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Newborn abandonment is a serious form of
child neglect that frequently results in death. A
mother gives birth and then either kills the infant
or abandons it in a manner that is likely to result
in the infant’s death, such as putting the infantin
a dumpster or abandoning the infant in a secluded
area.

Mothers who do not follow the law and are
caught often face charges related to hiding the
birth of a child and homicide, as was the case of
the mother of an infant found on October 9, 2004
in an empty mobile home in Mount Olive.*

In 2003 a North Carolina resident and col-
lege student traveled to Florida with her boy-
friend. According to news reports, the woman
gave birth to a live infant, which was left
wrapped in plastic and towels in a hotel breeze-
way before the couple returned to North Caro-
lina’ In yet another incident, a 14-year-old
Tyrrell County resident faces second-degree
murder charges for the deaths of her newborn
twins in December 2004. The ninth-grader at
Columbia High School is believed to have given
birth to the children in a bathtub in her home,
then dropped them from a second-story window,
according to Tyrrell County District Attorney
Seth Edwards.

‘Who is likely to abandon an infant? In one
of the few studies to be conducted on the subject,
a team from North Carolina, lead by principal
investigator Dr. Marcia Herman-Giddens, a pro-
fessor at UNC-Chapel Hill, examined the data
related to khown cases of infant abandonment.
They found that almost 21 percent of these
women were married, 35 percent had other chil-
dren, almost a quarter of the women or girls had
received at least some prenatal care, and more
than half were 18 years old or older, with an av-
erage age of 19.1 years.

Almost 60 percent of the infants were boys,
41 percent of the infants were white, and 53 per-
cent were black. Asphyxiation and strangulation
accounted for 41 percent of the deaths and an-
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other 27 percent were caused by intentional or
unintentional drowning—as by putting the infant

into a toilet and leaving it to drown.’
Continued episodes of infant abandonment
illustrate the need for greater public awareness of
the Safe Haven Law. Funding for public educa-
tion was not included as part of the law’s enact-
ment. Conversely, in California, a state that spe-
cifically earmarked funding for public
awareness, 35 infants were safely surrendered
within the first two years of the law’s passage.®
—Lori Feezor
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