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Proposed Motion 2014-0125 was amended in the Law, Justice, Health, and Human Services Committee on March 25, 2014, to correct an RCW citation and was reported out of committee by a vote of 4-0 with a Do Pass recommendation.

SUBJECT

A MOTION to create a safety of newborn children task force for King County.
SUMMARY

Proposed Motion 2014-0125 requests the Executive to convene a safety of newborn children task force by April 30, 2014 and to generate a report by October 30, 2014 with recommendations on 1) a public information campaign to educate service providers and the public about safe surrender of newborns, 2) improving data collection, and 3) the possibility of increasing the locations where newborns are permitted by state law to be safely surrendered.  
BACKGROUND

The Revised Code of Washington (RCW 13.34.360) states that within seventy-two hours of a child's birth, a parent can transfer the newborn to a qualified person at a hospital, fire station or federally designated rural health clinic. The RCW also provides that the parent can do so anonymously without fear of criminal prosecution for abandoning, or failing to support, the newborn.
On February 12, 2014, the body of a newborn girl was found near the side of a road in North Bend wrapped in a blanket. Although the details of the situation are not public information, the newborn was left less than half a mile away from Snoqualmie Valley Hospital, a location where infants can be safely and anonymously surrendered under the state’s safety of newborn children law.  While there were numerous media stories about the abandoned baby girl, few media sources referenced the state law, with only one in ten articles mentioning it (see Attachment 3).
The Washington State Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) was directed by the state to convene a task force in 2002 to recommend methods of implementing the state law, including ways to educate the public, how funding might be obtained to do public education, ways to meet the medical and emotional needs of the mother, how to obtain medical histories, and developing model forms for hospitals and fire stations.  The Washington State Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) maintains a web site with resources for the state safety of newborn children law.  It includes a downloadable packet of information for parents, as well as model policies for hospitals and fire stations. However, staff research of information available to the public revealed little effort to increase awareness of options for parents who may need to make the choice to safely surrender their newborn.  

The first newborn safety law was enacted in Texas in 1999.  All states now have laws for the safe surrender of newborns.  Like Washington State, Los Angeles County formed a task force in 2002 to advise on implementation of their law. The task force recommended improving state legislation, expanding the number of drop off sites, creating a regional public information campaign, training service providers, school education, and information dissemination by county government. As an indication of the success of the county in raising awareness of the law, in November, 2012, public officials and community members in Los Angeles, California, participated in a media-covered gathering marking the 100th and 101st newborns surrendered in Los Angeles County in 11 years.  
Numbers reported by L.A. County show a noticeable decline in abandoned infants since 2001. In Washington State, DSHS has information on the number of infants relinquished under the safety of newborn children law in the state, but does not actively generate or provide reports. Of note, DSHS does not collect information on the number of abandoned infants who are not safely surrendered, so it would not have information on cases like the North Bend baby. In 2013, there were no infants in King County identified as surrendered under the safety of newborn children law; there were ten infants surrendered elsewhere in the state.  
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Proposed Motion 2014-0125

Proposed Motion 2014-0125 requests the Executive to create an advisory task force to examine ways to improve implementation of the state safety of newborn children law in King County. The task force is to be convened by April 30, 2014, and submit a report to the Council by October 30, 2014.
The task force report is to include, at a minimum, recommendations on the following:

· How King County can engage in a regionally consistent public information campaign, utilizing county service intersection points to educate service providers and the public about safe surrender of newborns;

· How King County can work collaboratively with the state to obtain useful, timely data on safe surrender and newborn abandonment; and

· Whether safe surrender locations should be expanded through state legislation to include public health or community clinics or other entities.

The task force membership is to include representatives from county government as well as outside entities.  The county representatives include the following:

· The Executive

· The Council

· Public Health – Seattle & King County Emergency Medical Services division

· Public Health – Seattle & King County Community Health Services division

· Department of Community and Human Services

· Department of Adult & Juvenile Detention

· Department of Public Defense

· Prosecuting Attorney’s Office

· District Court

· Superior Court

· Sheriff’s Office

The outside entities to be invited to participate on the task force include the following:

· Board of Health

· Sound Cities Association

· City of Seattle

· King County Fire Chiefs Association

· Women’s Advisory Board

· A nongovernmental entity with safe surrender expertise, such as Safe Place for Newborns of Washington

· Community Health Council

· UW Medicine

· Harborview Medical Center

· Washington State Hospital Association

· Washington State Department of Social and Health Services

The Executive also may invite additional members as appropriate, in consultation with the Council.
ANALYSIS

One of the major themes to emerge from the Washington State and Los Angeles County task forces is the importance of a public education campaign to educate the public and service providers about the law.  Although there are some state and national resources and associations that address the issue, for a family at risk for abandoning a newborn, the information needs be readily available, ongoing, and local.  It is difficult to find information about the safety of newborn children law as evidenced by the lack of acknowledgment in the media about the safe surrender option when the North Bend tragedy occurred.  
It is not clear whether information about the law is readily available or in a user friendly format within King County government agencies, or entities that contract with King County, that regularly interact with pregnant mothers or families who may be at risk of abandoning their newborn. As a local government with many intersections with the general public, King County government is a logical entity to provide leadership on public education of the state law and examine ways to improve both the law and its implementation in King County.  

Lack of statewide and county specific data on abandoned babies and the characteristics of the babies and their parents complicates efforts to design more effective approaches to implement the law and target those mostly likely to benefit from knowing about the law. The lack of data also hinders assessment of the law’s effectiveness or the effectiveness of public outreach campaigns.  Therefore, examining opportunities for better data collaboration is an important component of the task force.
It would be a reasonable decision for the committee to take action on Proposed Motion 2014-0125.
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