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A BIRTH certificate is one more document in life's file folder, tucked alongside a Social Security card and a passport. But not if you are adopted in New Jersey. Adoptees are not allowed to see the original paperwork that includes their birth parents' names.

Adults who were adopted as children should have that right, and soon they will, if a bill that made it out of a Senate committee last week is passed by the Legislature. We hope it is.

The idea has been kicking around since the 1980-81 Legislative session but has been strongly opposed by some religious, anti-abortion and civil rights groups, who see it either as a violation of confidentiality promised the birth mother long ago or as a law that will make abortion preferable because a woman can keep her anonymity.

There is no question that everyone should have the right to know their family health and genetic histories. It may not be as important during the teens or 20s, but as a person grows older, accurate medical and genetic information is invaluable to managing health.

Whether people adopted as children should be given full access to the names of their birth parents is a more nuanced matter. However, the bill, co-sponsored by state Sen. Loretta Weinberg, D-Teaneck, provides for that. Birth certificates will not be made available for a year after the law is passed to give biological parents time to request that their names not be revealed. Those birth parents will still have to provide medical, cultural and social histories.

This bill swims against the tide of current privacy concerns over medical records and personal information on the Internet. But it is for a good reason. Many adopted children want to find their biological parents and have spent thousands of dollars trying to locate them. The bill would make the information accessible to all, not just to those who can afford to pay.

Adoption has changed over the years and is a much more open process now than it once was. The sense of shame is gone, thankfully, and the importance of medical histories is universally accepted. But even as times change, the law remains. Children adopted now may know the names of their birth parents and may even have a relationship with them, but people adopted years ago are left very much in the dark.

Some adults adopted as kids say that meeting biological parents will not define who they are, it will contribute to who they are. One young man said he did not regret being adopted at all, but "I want to be able to see where this face comes from."

Chuck Johnson, vice president of the National Council for Adoption, says many birth mothers "are open to and maybe even hopeful for" a reunion with the child they put up for adoption. But there are some women who do not wish it — in cases of rape or incest, for example.

Because of the concerns of these women, Johnson says, the New Jersey bill should have an "opt in" instead of an "opt out" policy. Parents should expect their privacy will be maintained unless they notify the state that they want to be named.

We understand the delicacy surrounding the matter, and the deep anguish felt by some women about the bill. If the Legislature makes it law, we hope the state will contact birth parents in a tactful and sensitive manner and reassure them that their names will be kept private if they wish. But for the other parents and adopted children, this would give them the long-wished-for chance to meet each other.

Pass the bill.

