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Practice & Discussion

Infant Safe Haven Laws in the United States:
Policies and Issues for the Protection of the Lives
of Newborns

YOSHIDA Kashimi

(Kinugasa Research Organization, Ritsumeikan University)

This study introduces the reader to the Safe Haven laws in the United States, which allow
parents to surrender their infants anonymously. It describes the background of and process that
led to the legislation of Safe Havens, while providing an overview of the associated systems and
their usage, as well. Finally, the study explains some of the issues discussed by researchers in the
United States. Due to the moral panic over the protection of abandoned newborns, Safe Haven
laws were introduced to protect newborns from crimes such as abandonment and infanticide,
which drew much attention during the 1990s in the United States. Such legislation was justified
by the concept of protection of the lives of babies and their birth mothers’ right to privacy, both of
which are controversial political issues surrounding abortion and adoption. However, welfare-based
adoption practices had been under discussion for decades to establish support systems for
pregnant women and mothers. These systems address the concerns of mothers who had agreed
to give up their children for adoption and the importance of the psychological relationship between
birthparents and adoptees. Safe Haven laws can render invisible and undesirable other resources
such as an adoption system that can provide better support for women and girls undergoing
difficult pregnancies and births. Some researchers criticize Safe Haven laws for conforming to the
patriarchal norms regarding motherhood, family, and fatherhood. Instead, the discrimination,
exploitation, economic disparity, and social pressure experienced by women and girls, which forces

them to give birth helplessly and surrender their infants anonymously, must end.
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