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Adoptees deserve access to birth records

The long and unending quest for adoptees' rights in New Jersey is heating up again, after a state Senate panel last week approved a bill that would provide adoptees with access to their birth records.

Supporters can't be blamed for a little skepticism about eventual success. After all, they've been down this road many times, for years, and never reached the end of the journey. And it's the Senate that has been typically more receptive, meaning the larger Assembly obstacles still lie ahead.

But we'll say now what we've said before, each time hopes have been raised: Adoptees deserve to know their birth histories. Their rights should not be considered less important than those of their birth mothers.

Under current New Jersey adoption law, protecting the identity of the birth mother trumps all other concerns. So adoptees have no access to birth records and, most importantly, their birth family's medical history.

Changes would allow for adoptees to be eligible to receive long-form birth certificates and medical histories upon request. Meanwhile, opt-out provisions are included in the measure that would allow a birth mother to determine whether or not she wants to be contacted by her natural child before information is released.

The Catholic Church and other right-to-life advocates fear that adoptee access will push more mothers toward abortions because they cannot be assured their identities will remain secret. And there is a risk that a motivated child could use the birth information provided to track down a natural parent, no matter how carefully identifying information is removed.

But those concerns simply can't be allowed to override the basic right for adoptees to know their own personal histories -- especially when their lives might literally depend on it. We urge the Legislature to finally push through an appropriate access measure.
