Shaken Babies; Shaken Culture

Thank you for your two-part series raising awareness about shaken baby syndrome.  Reporter Mandy Locke did a good job dramatizing these tragedies.  I am concerned, however, that the larger problem of maltreatment in general, as well as its prevention, was not referenced.

A child is killed in our state by his/her parents or caregivers about once every two weeks.  And this phenomenon has been continuing for more than a decade!  In addition, about 30,000 children are confirmed as victims of maltreatment annually – that’s more than 75 per day!  If child maltreatment were a communicable disease, it would long ago have been declared an epidemic.

While the articles focused on the physical damage of maltreatment, there are many more victims of continual maltreatment who survive physically, but are damaged emotionally.  All too often these children become our dropouts, our delinquents, our felons, and even our murderers.  (You will note that, in almost every capital punishment appeal, reference is made to the perpetrator as a victim of abuse as a child.)  Thus, if only to protect ourselves and our families, we need to make a commitment to the prevention of child maltreatment.

With regard to prevention, the article’s focus is only on the need for stiffer sentences for perpetrators.  We agree that the criminal justice system needs to respond better, and we are pleased that the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, the Office of the Attorney General, and the Conference of District Attorneys have made a commitment to better child death investigations and prosecutions.  However, there is no evidence that stiffer penalties will act as a deterrent to child maltreatment.
What we need to focus on is primary prevention.  This will take a multi-faceted approach to support all North Carolina’s families, an effort that will take political will and cultural fortitude.  The N.C. Institute of Medicine will soon publish a task force report on the primary prevention of child maltreatment.  That report and its recommendations must be given serious consideration.  All of our children, and especially those dramatized in the articles, deserve no less.
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