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The frustrating battle waged by adoptees in New Jersey for access to their birth records is in its 30th year. It's astounding that such simple, straightforward and common-sense legislation has foundered for so long despite so much support in the Legislature and from state residents.


Passed in the Senate last year and currently pending in the Assembly Human Services Committee, the Adoptees' Birthright Bill would give adult adoptees, adoptive parents of a minor or descendants of a deceased adoptee access to original birth certificates. Recognizing that some biological parents would rather preserve their anonymity, the bill also provides birth parents a one-time 12-month period to ask the state to remove their names and addresses from the documents. However, they would be required to supply their medical history and family background. 


That's basically what groups such as New Jersey Coalition for Adoption Reform and Education seek: the information that is sealed at the time they are adopted and replaced with a new birth certificate, which often lists their adoptive parents' names and the city in which they live as the place of birth.


Those opposed to opening the records -  including religious leaders, anti-abortion activists and the state chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union – argue that the privacy of birth mothers  must be protected


That stance, however, is based on mores that have crumbled since the rules were written in 1940. Societal attitudes have changed; the clouds of shame and secrecy have lifted from the adoption process. What's more, the legislation provides an avenue of continued anonymity.


A more pressing issue is the vital matter of health records. Knowledge of hereditary conditions and medical history can have a dramatic impact on the lives of those who are adopted, their adoptive families and their own children. We believe adoptees have every right to that information. 


As the current legislative session wanes, any still-wavering lawmakers would do well to listen to the counsel of one of their own. Sen. Bill Baroni, R-Hamilton, who was adopted, last year reluctantly voted for the bill. 


"I am torn by these two very important interests – the interest of moms who, in good faith, put children up for adoption, and kids like me … who don't start our lives from Chapter One," he said at that time. "My sister, who passed away, always wanted to know. One of the greatest days in her life was when she her met her birth mother.


"In the end, I don't want to be a legislator who looks at (adopted) kids and says, 'I know better than you do.'"

