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Child abandonment” does not
have one, clear legal definition.
Sometimes it refers to a specific

act, such as leaving a baby in a basket
on a stranger’s doorstep.1 It also may
refer to a parent’s neglect of a child over
an extended period.2 In North Carolina,
the definition cited most frequently is
that of the North Carolina Supreme
Court: parental conduct that “evinces a
settled purpose and a wilful intent to

forego all parental duties and obliga-
tions and to relinquish all parental
claims to the child.”3

“Safe surrender laws,” which exist in
some form in every state, represent ef-
forts to prevent deaths and injuries that
may occur when a parent physically
abandons an infant. The proliferation of
laws directed specifically at abandoned
infants is explainable in part by the
publicity that has surrounded the most
shocking cases. Everyone has read the
headline or seen the news story: “Infant
Abandoned in Motel Room”; “Uniden-
tified Mother Leaves Newborn at Hos-
pital”; “Teen Gives Birth in Bathroom

during Prom”; “Baby Found in Dump-
ster.” Safe surrender laws aim to in-
crease awareness of the problem of
infant abandonment, meet the special
and immediate needs of the infants, and
provide safe alternatives for parents
who may be tempted in a crisis or in
desperation to abandon their newborns. 

A North Carolina study of the deaths
of infants up to four days of age, during
the years 1985–2000, found thirty-four
known instances of newborns killed or
discarded by a parent. In cases in which
the perpetrator’s identity was known, 
it was the infant’s mother. In cases in
which the parent’s age was known, 
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it ranged from fourteen to thirty-five
years, with a mean of just over nineteen.
The most common causes of death were
strangulation and drowning.4

In more recent years, most published
data on child deaths, or on infants who
are abandoned but survive, do not pro-
vide information about newborns that is
similar in detail. Published reports from
the North Carolina Central Registry,
which collects information from county
departments of social services about
child abuse and neglect, do not distin-
guish between abandonment and other
forms of neglect, and do not include data
specifically for infants or newborns.5 In
reports of child deaths from the North
Carolina Center for Health Statistics,
the infant category includes children up
to one year of age.6 The North Carolina
Office of the Chief Medical Examiner
also characterizes children in the first
year of life as infants, but in some in-
stances, it makes finer distinctions. In
2007, for example, the office reported
that four infant deaths “occurred when
the newborns were abandoned or un-
wanted.”7 (For the preliminary results
of a study on protective services for
children age seven days or younger, 
see the sidebar on page 33).

This article explains North Caro-
lina’s safe surrender law, its effect on 
the possible criminal consequences of
abandoning a newborn, and its relation-
ship to civil child-protection cases in
juvenile court. In addition to answering
frequently asked questions about the
law, the article compares safe surrender
with the procedure for relinquishing a
child to an agency for adoption. It con-
cludes with a summary of the state of
knowledge on how the law is working. 

Federal and State Laws 
on Abandoned Infants 

More than two decades ago, Congress
enacted the Abandoned Infants Assis-
tance Act of 1988 to direct resources
specifically toward infants who were
abandoned in hospitals.8 Sometimes
called “boarder babies,” these children
often have been exposed perinatally 
to illicit drugs or HIV.9 The act, as
amended, continues to fund the
National Abandoned Infants Assistance
Resource Center at the University of

California at Berkeley, as well as direct-
service programs for this category of
abandoned children.10

More recently, attention also has been
focused on a smaller group of infants who
are abandoned in ways that are much
less safe than leaving a child in the hos-
pital. Through the Promoting Safe and
Stable Families Amendments of 2001,
for example, Congress changed the defi-
nition of “family preservation services”
in Title IV-B of the Social Security Act to
clarify that states may use federal family-
preservation funds to support safe haven
programs for infants.11

A “safe haven” is a place designated
by state law where a parent may safely
and legally abandon an infant or new-

born child. In 1999, Texas became the
first state to adopt such a law.12 With the
passage of Nebraska’s safe haven law in
2008, all fifty states have some form of
legislation providing parents a way to
surrender children informally and safely
without risking criminal liability.13 In
addition to being called safe surrender
or safe haven laws, these statutes have
been called homicide prevention, legal
abandonment, baby drop-off, and even
Baby Moses laws. They vary substan-
tially from state to state, reflecting each
state’s attempt to strike a balance between
protecting infants and holding parents
accountable, usually in narrowly pre-
scribed circumstances. 

In 2001 the North Carolina General
Assembly enacted its safe surrender
law.14 Ordinarily a parent’s abandon-

ment of a child may result in criminal
prosecution of the parent, civil proceed-
ings in juvenile court to ensure that the
child’s needs are met, or both. For that
reason, the act amended criminal
statutes, to address parental immunity
from prosecution, and the Juvenile Code,
to specify how a safe surrender may oc-
cur and what happens to an infant after
he or she is surrendered under the law. 

Illustrations of the 
Different Legal Consequences 
of Leaving an Infant

The following scenarios illustrate the
operation of North Carolina’s safe sur-
render law and contrast the legal con-

sequences for a parent who acts accord-
ing to that law and those for a parent
who makes other choices. M.C., the wo-
man in the scenarios, could be of any
childbearing age. She could be rich, poor,
or in between. She could have minimal
or extensive education, varied or very
limited life experiences, and any level of
intellectual capacity. She probably is
unmarried, and she may have hidden
her pregnancy from her family and
friends. The three scenarios illustrate
criminal abandonment, safe surrender,
and relinquishment for adoption.

M.C. is shopping when she starts
feeling sharp pains. She fears that the
baby that she is expecting is about to
arrive, although she had assumed it
would not come for at least six weeks.
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She has made no plans and has kept
putting off talking with someone about
her condition. She leaves the store,
starts driving, and thinks about going to
a hospital. But she is
afraid of all sorts of
things—how her
family will react,
whether the baby will
be “normal” because
she has not seen a
doctor, and how
people will judge her.
When the pains are
even sharper, M.C.
pulls off the road near a park where she
sees no other cars. She walks into the
woods behind the visitors’ center and
gives birth to the baby there. His
physical appearance and his crying
frighten M.C. even more.

Criminal Abandonment

Scenario 1: Panicking, M.C. wraps the
baby in her sweater, lays him in a soft,
sheltered area under a tree, then drives
herself home. If a hiker finds the baby
the next morning, the lead news story
that evening could be either “Infant
Survives Night in Woods” or “Hiker
Finds Dead Baby in Park.”

Obviously, M.C.’s decision may cause
serious harm to or even the death of the
baby. The emotional impact on M.C. her-
self is likely to be severe and long-lasting.
In addition, M.C. could face criminal
charges for abandoning her child. If the
baby dies, depending on other facts,
M.C. could be prosecuted for murder or
manslaughter.15 If the baby survives,
criminal laws on abandonment, child
abuse, and neglect could be relevant. 

Abandonment. One statute, Section
14-322.1 of the North Carolina General
Statutes (hereinafter G.S.), specifically
makes willful child abandonment a
crime. However, the statute applies only
when the abandonment lasts at least six
months, and it focuses on a parent’s
failure to provide adequate support for
a child for that length of time.16 A re-
lated offense, identified in G.S. 14-322,
although titled “Abandonment and
failure to support spouse and children,”
makes it a misdemeanor for a parent
willfully to neglect or refuse to provide

adequate support for a child, without
regard to whether the parent abandons
the child.17 G.S. 14-322.1 would not 
apply to M.C. immediately, given its

emphasis on a parent’s
failure to provide support
for a child over a period
of time. (The offense could
be charged six months
later, if M.C. had assumed
no responsibility for the
child and her parental
rights had not been term-
inated during that time.)
Neither statute is truly

aimed at a parent’s physical abandon-
ment of a child: neither would apply if
M.C., anonymously or otherwise,
provided financial support for the baby. 

Child abuse. Most forms of criminal
child abuse involve physical injury to a
child. Misdemeanor child abuse occurs
when a parent inflicts or allows some-
one else to inflict physical injury on a
child, or creates or allows a substantial
risk of nonaccidental physical injury to
a child.18 Felony child abuse occurs if
the parent intentionally inflicts serious
physical or bodily injury on the child or
if a parent’s willful act or grossly negli-
gent omission in caring for a child
“shows a reckless disregard for human
life” and results in serious physical or
bodily injury to the child.19

M.C. did not assault or intentionally
inflict harm on the infant, but her conduct
was willful, or at least grossly negligent,
and it almost certainly showed a reckless
disregard for the baby’s life. Therefore,
if the baby suffers a serious injury as a
result of being left in the woods, M.C.
could be prosecuted for felony child
abuse. If the baby is found unharmed, a
child abuse charge would be unlikely.20

Neglect. The only criminal statute
that addresses child neglect makes it a
misdemeanor for any person to contri-
bute to a child’s being a neglected
juvenile. In the North Carolina Juvenile
Code, which provides for civil child-
protection actions in juvenile court, the
definition of “neglected juvenile” in-
cludes a child who has been abandoned
as well as a child who does not receive
proper care or supervision from a par-
ent.21 Any person, including a parent,
who knowingly or willfully causes a
child to be in a place or a condition that

could result in a juvenile court’s finding
the child to be a neglected juvenile is
guilty of a Class 1 misdemeanor.22 This
offense occurs regardless of whether a
juvenile court action is filed. 

A newborn left in the woods by a
parent clearly is a “neglected juvenile”
for purposes of the Juvenile Code. The
offense of contributing to the neglect of
a minor can occur regardless of whether
the child suffers any physical injury and
is the offense most likely to apply imme-
diately to M.C.

Whether M.C. is criminally charged
and, if she is, with what offense, would
be determined by a magistrate or the
district attorney in the county where
M.C. abandoned the baby. 

The likely civil consequences of 
M.C.’s abandonment of her baby are
described later under “Social Services
and Juvenile Court.”

Safe Surrender

Scenario 2: Panicking, M.C. wraps the
baby in her sweater and lays him in a
soft, sheltered area under a tree. She
considers leaving him there, but remem-
bers a brochure and a recent discussion
about a law that says she can leave the
baby with almost anyone, and not even
identify herself, without getting into
trouble. The brochure mentioned a
number of possible places, and she tries
to think of one where there will not be a
lot of people and no one will know her
or her family. Taking the baby with her,
she drives into the next county and
stops at a fire station just outside a
small town. She takes the baby to the
door, hands him to a fireman, and says,
“Please take my baby. I can’t take care
of him.” The fireman tries to talk to
M.C. and offer her help, but she returns
to the car and drives home. The fireman
immediately calls the county depart-
ment of social services. 

In this scenario, both M.C. and the
fireman have acted in conformity with
North Carolina’s safe surrender law.
The primary thrust of the law is to ex-
empt from criminal prosecution a par-
ent who leaves an infant safely with an
adult instead of abandoning it in a way
that could result in harm or death to the
child. Because M.C. voluntarily delivered

In North Carolina, a parent
who leaves an infant safely
with an adult is exempt from
criminal prosecution under
the child abandonment
statutes.
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the baby to the fireman and did not ex-
press an intent to return for him, she can-
not be criminally prosecuted under the
child abandonment statutes described
earlier (G.S. 14-322 and G.S. 14-322.1)
or for misdemeanor child abuse.23 

Ironically, no statute gives M.C. im-
munity from prosecution for contribut-
ing to the neglect of a minor, the offense
that most squarely fits the facts in
Scenario 1.24 The policy underlying the
safe surrender legislation suggests that
M.C. should be immune from prosecu-
tion under that statute as well. But the
legislature did not make such a pro-
vision, and the issue has not been ad-
dressed by the appellate courts. 

M.C.’s surrender of the infant to the
fireman does not give her immunity
from prosecution for felony child abuse.
So, if before surrendering the baby to
the fireman, she had
tried to smother him,
causing a serious injury,
she could be prosecuted
for a felony. Or if she
had not taken the baby
to the fire station until
the next day, and the
baby had been
seriously injured before she returned to
the park to get him, she could be prose-
cuted for felony child abuse. However,
if convicted in either instance, her safe
surrender of the baby could be considered
as a mitigating factor at sentencing.25

The likely civil consequences of M.C.’s
safe surrender are described later under
“Social Services and Juvenile Court.”

Parameters of North Carolina’s
Safe Surrender Law
The immunity from criminal prose-
cution or the existence of a mitigating
factor at sentencing described earlier is
available only in limited circumstances.
The scope of North Carolina’s safe
surrender law involves the answers to
the following questions.26

Who may surrender an infant? 
Only a parent may surrender a child
under the safe surrender law. When the
surrender takes place, however, no
proof of parental status is required.

At what age may a child be surrendered?
A safe surrender may occur only within
the first seven days of the child’s life.27

However, a parent is not
required to provide proof
of the infant’s age at the
time of surrender. The
maximum age at which a
child may be surrendered
under other states’ laws
ranges from three days in
more than a dozen states,

to one year in North Dakota.28 The
Nebraska statute initially did not
specify any age limit and was used by
some parents to surrender children who
were in their teens. The law was
amended before it had been in place a
year, to allow the surrender only of
children under the age of thirty days.29

Where, or to whom, may a child be
surrendered?
In North Carolina, a parent may surren-
der the infant to “any adult.”30 Most
other states’ laws require that the sur-
render be made at a specified safe haven
or to a specified professional who works
at such a place.31 Some states allow sur-
renders only at hospitals. Others allow
a parent to surrender an infant also at a
fire station, a police station, a social
services agency, a health department, or
similar places specified in the statute. New
York, on the other hand, requires only
that the child be left “with an appropri-
ate person or in a suitable location.”32

Although it is permissible in North
Carolina to surrender an infant to any
adult, only four categories of people are

required to accept custody of an infant
whom a parent wants to surrender:33

• A health care provider who is on duty
or is at a hospital, a local or district
health department, or a nonprofit
community health center

• A law enforcement officer who is on
duty or is at a police station or a
sheriff’s department

• A social services worker who is on
duty or is at a local department of
social services

• A certified emergency-medical-services
worker who is on duty or is at a fire
or emergency-medical-services station

Is a parent who surrenders an infant
required to provide or disclose any
information?
No. A person who accepts custody of a
surrendered infant—whether it is one of
the professionals listed earlier or another
adult—may ask about the identities of the
infant’s parents and any relevant medical
history. The parent is not required to pro-
vide that or any other information, how-
ever, and the person accepting the infant
must inform the parent that he or she is
not required to provide information.34

What are the duties of a person who
accepts a surrendered infant?
The person accepting a surrendered in-
fant from a parent must do the following:35

• Do anything that is necessary to protect
the infant’s physical health and well-being

Resources on Safe Surrender and Safe Haven Laws
Child Welfare Information Gateway (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services): www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/laws_policies/statutes/
safehaven.cfm

National Safe Haven Alliance: http://nationalsafehavenalliance.org/

National Safe Surrender Site: www.safesurrendersite.com/

North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services: www.safesurrender.net/

North Carolina Bar Association, Health Law Section: http://health.ncbar.org/
Legal+Resources/Infant+Abandonment+Packet/default.aspx

“Officials: More Information Needed on Safe Haven Laws,” news stories and
video posted February 8, 2007, by WRAL.com at www.wral.com/news/local/
story/1197636/

A parent who surrenders a
child does not have to identify
himself or herself. That fact
does not assure the parent
of anonymity, though.
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• Contact the county department 
of social services or a local law
enforcement agency immediately

An assessment by child protective
services (part of the county department
of social services) follows every safe
surrender. If the person to whom the
infant was surrendered knows the iden-
tity of the baby’s parents or has other
information about the child, he or she is
required to disclose that information to
the department.36

Is there a legal risk involved for someone
who accepts an infant from a parent
who wants to surrender him or her?
The statute provides immunity from civil
or criminal liability for an adult who ac-
cepts an infant from a parent who wants
to surrender him or her, as long as the
adult acts in good faith. The immunity
does not apply to gross negligence, wan-
ton conduct, or intentional wrongdoing.37

Is a parent who surrenders an infant
guaranteed anonymity?
The physical act of surrender may be
done anonymously: the parent is not
required to identify himself or herself or

disclose any information about himself
or herself, his or her circumstances, or
the infant. Interpreting that fact as an
assurance of anonymity would be a
mistake, however. As explained in the
next section, “Social Services and
Juvenile Court,” a county department
of social services is required to make a
diligent effort to identify and locate the
infant’s parents.

If a mother surrenders an infant under
the safe surrender law, does the child’s
father have any rights?
A mother’s surrender of an infant has
no immediate effect on the legal rights
or responsibilities of the child’s father.
(The same is true of the mother’s rights
if the father surrenders the infant.) As
described later, however, a juvenile
court action will follow almost every
safe surrender. If the father can be
identified, located, and served with
court documents, he can assert or
defend his parental rights in the juvenile
court proceeding. If he chooses not to
do so, or if diligent attempts to identify
or locate him are not successful and he
can be notified only through a notice

published in a newspaper, the court may
enter orders that affect or terminate 
his parental rights. This may occur even
if the father is unable to assert his rights
because he does not know of the child’s
existence.38

Social Services and Juvenile Court
The answers to the last two questions
just posed are contrary to the assum-
ptions that many people make about
safe surrender. It is not unusual for 
safe surrender laws to be described 
as allowing the parent to remain
anonymous or as allowing a parent to
surrender an infant without any legal
repercussions. In North Carolina,
though, as soon as the safe surrender
occurs and the county department of
social services is notified, that agency
assumes physical custody of the child
and proceeds as it would in any other
case of child abuse, neglect, or depen-
dency.39 Thus, although the safe
surrender statute exempts a surrender-
ing parent from most criminal conse-
quences that otherwise might result
from abandoning a child, with respect
to the civil protective action in juvenile
court, the consequences do not differ
from those that would follow an “unsafe”
surrender or the abandonment of a child
more than seven days of age. 

The county department of social
services is required, within twelve hours
of assuming custody of the child (twenty-
four hours if that period includes any
part of a holiday or a weekend), to file a
petition initiating a juvenile court ac-
tion. The department also must obtain a
court order authorizing it to retain
custody of the child pending a full
hearing.40 The parents, or at least one of
them, must be given notice of the court
action, the hearing date, and their right
to appointed counsel if they are indigent
and want counsel.41 If a parent cannot
be identified or is identified but cannot
be located, notice to the parent may be
given through publication of a news-
paper notice, which can occur only after
diligent efforts have been made to locate
the parent and serve court papers on
him or her personally.42

In the juvenile court proceeding, if
the court adjudicates the child to be

Research on Protective Services 
Involving Children Age Seven Days or Younger
Recent research looks at data on child protective services in North Carolina
for 1993–2008 relating to child abuse, neglect, and dependency reports
involving children who were seven days of age or younger at the time of the
report.1 For the year 2008, the research shows the following profile of cases
in which safe surrender was a legal option:

• Of 72,921 reports to county departments of social services, 1,974 involved
children seven days of age or younger.2

• Most of those, 1,859, were reports of neglect, and in 235 cases, the
county departments of social services determined that the child was
neglected. It found abuse in 2 of 19 cases reported; abuse and neglect, in
19 of 35 cases reported; and dependency, in 54 of 61 cases reported. 

• In the 174 substantiated cases in which the mother was found to be
responsible for the child’s condition, the average age of the mother was
twenty-eight. In the 17 substantiated cases in which the father was found to
be responsible, the average age of the father was thirty.

• Five children were surrendered pursuant to the safe surrender law.

1. Terri Reichert, “Evaluation of the Utilization of the Infant Homicide Prevention Act (Safe
Surrender) of 2001” (unpublished preliminary results of study, North Carolina State
University, April 2009). 
2. This is a count as of April 2009. Some counties were still entering data for 2008, so the
number may increase.
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abused, neglected, or dependent and
also finds that the child cannot be
placed safely in the custody of a parent,
the court may place the child in the
custody of a relative, the county de-
partment of social services, or another
suitable person or agency.43 Sixty days
after a parent’s
voluntary surrender of
an infant, if the parent
has not sought the
return of the child,
legal grounds exist for
the court to terminate
that parent’s rights,
allowing the child to be adopted
without his or her consent.44 Adoption
cannot occur, however, without either
the consent of the other parent or a
court’s termination of the other parent’s
rights. Should the surrendering parent
change his or her mind and seek to have
the child returned to him or her before
rights have been terminated, the court
in the juvenile proceeding would
determine where the child should be
placed and whether the county
department of social services should
provide services to reunify the child
with the parent.45

Relinquishment for Adoption

Scenario 3: M.C. takes the baby to the
door, hands him to a fireman, and says,
“Please take my baby. I can’t take care
of him.” The fireman tries to talk to
M.C. and offer her help. Because M.C.
does talk with the fireman, she ends up
at a hospital where she and the baby
receive medical attention, although
M.C. refuses to identify herself. There a
social worker talks to her about the
baby and M.C.’s plans and options. The
social worker describes the supports
and the services that are available if
M.C. keeps the baby. When M.C. says
she plans to leave the baby at the
hospital, the social worker tells her that
would be a safe surrender and is one of
her options. She also explains the
alternative of relinquishment and the
steps involved in formally relinquishing
the baby to the county department of
social services or another agency for
adoption. The social worker stresses
that she cannot give M.C. legal advice

and encourages M.C. to talk to an
attorney before making a final decision
either to surrender or to relinquish the
child. On her own or after consulting
others, on the same day or sometime
later, M.C. decides to sign documents
relinquishing the baby to the county

department of social
services for adoption. 

M.C.’s relinquishment
must be in writing and
acknowledged under
oath, and she must be
given a copy.46 The law

specifies a number of provisions that a
written relinquishment must include, a
few of which are as follows:47

• The date and the place of the relin-
quishment

• The parent’s name, date of birth, and
permanent address 

• The baby’s date of birth, sex, and
name if known

• Statements that the relinquishing
parent—
t voluntarily consents to the

permanent transfer of legal and
physical custody of the child to the
agency for the purpose of adoption

t understands that he or she may
revoke the relinquishment within
seven days 

t waives notice of any adoption
proceeding 

t has been advised that counseling
services are available through the
agency and

t has been advised that he or she
may employ independent legal
counsel 

In addition, the agency will obtain
extensive medical and other informa-
tion about M.C., the baby, and, to the
extent possible, the baby’s father, so that
important nonidentifying information
can be given to the adoptive parents.48

M.C. may not relinquish the baby
anonymously, but the social services
and adoption records and information
are confidential.49

As with criminal abandonment or
safe surrender, M.C.’s act of relinquish-
ing the child for adoption does not af-

fect the legal rights of the baby’s father.
A parent’s relinquishment is not effec-
tive until the agency formally accepts it,
and an agency should not accept a par-
ent’s relinquishment unless it appears
that adoption is the best plan for the
child. Unless the baby’s father is located
and consents to the child’s adoption, an
adoption may not occur until a court
terminates his rights. M.C., once she re-
linquishes the child, will not be notified
of or required to participate in any
juvenile court proceeding. However, if
the child’s father seeks custody, the fact
that M.C. has relinquished the child will
not affect her right to participate in the
court action.50

Compared with safe surrender,
which may be a desperate or crisis-
driven decision, relinquishment is more
likely to represent an informed choice.
By relinquishing the child, M.C. ensures
that future adoptive parents will have
important medical and family back-
ground information. Although relin-
quishment requires more involvement
by M.C. initially, it may provide her
with more privacy than she would have
after a safe surrender, when the county
department of social services would be
required to make diligent efforts to
identify and locate her and make her a
party to a juvenile court proceeding.
Neither safe surrender nor relinquish-
ment will affect the rights or the options
of the baby’s father. 

Implementation of the Law

Since the enactment of North Carolina’s
safe surrender legislation in 2001,
efforts have been made at both the state
and the local level to ensure that people
know about it. In 2007 the General
Assembly enacted laws to require local
boards of education to have policies to
ensure that students in grades nine
through twelve receive information each
year on the procedure for lawfully
abandoning a newborn baby.51 News
stories, public service announcements,
and numerous websites have called
attention to the issue of abandoned
infants and provided information about
safe surrender and safe haven laws (see
the sidebar on page 32). 

No good measure of the law’s suc-
cess exists. The North Carolina Division

Planned, informed relin-
quishment of a child for
adoption is almost always
better than safe surrender.
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of Social Services, which collects data
about child abuse, neglect, and depen-
dency in the state, has initiated pro-
cedures for systematically collecting safe
surrender information from counties.52

The division is “anecdotally aware” of
eleven cases of safe surrender since the
law went into effect in 2001, including
one in 2007 and five in 2008.53 The
total number is probably low, given the
lack of uniform reporting from coun-
ties, possible confusion about when to
classify a case as a safe surrender, and
the fine line in some cases between a
safe surrender and other instances of
neglect or dependency. 

Conclusion

A parent’s decision to hand his or her
newborn baby to a fireman is immea-
surably better than a decision to aban-
don the baby in the woods. But a planned,
informed relinquishment is almost al-
ways better still, for both the child and
the parent. A parent like M.C., who
thinks she cannot or does not want to
keep her baby, is unlikely to relinquish
her child formally for adoption, however,
unless she has good information and a
connection with at least one supportive
person who can help her identify, weigh,
and choose responsibly from the
options available. If she has that
information and that connection, she
may conclude that she or a relative can
care for the child, or decide that she
wants to consent to the child’s adoption
by people whom she, rather than an
agency, selects. The most effective
efforts to address the problem of infant
abandonment will be those that reach
parents and potential parents early with
information, support, and resources to
prepare them to make decisions that are
not directed by fear and desperation.
For the few cases in which the parent 
of a newborn is going to abandon the
child, however, the safe surrender law
removes the criminal sanctions that
might deter him or her from doing that
in a way that keeps the baby safe. 

Notes

1. North Carolina law addresses this
kind of abandonment when it requires a
county department of social services to act

immediately when it receives a report al-
leging that a child has been abandoned. The
department is required to “immediately
initiate an assessment” and take appro-
priate steps to assume custody of the child
and obtain a court order authorizing the
department to retain custody. In addition,
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