Two Victims, Two Crimes

By Rep. Melissa Hart (R-PA)

An alarming statistic about the leading cause of death among pregnant women has emerged from multi-state medical studies: pregnant women have become targets of violence-often because they are pregnant.  In bringing a child into the world, a woman should not need to consider that she and her unborn child could become targets of violence.

According to a standard medical text, The Unborn Patient: The Art and Science of Fetal Development (W.B. Saunders, 2001), a fetus is medically treated as distinct from the mother, “as much a patient as any other patient.” As this attitude is widely held in the medical community, shouldn’t our laws also reflect the individuality of mother and unborn child, especially in the light of several states’ records which reveal homicide to be the leading cause of death among pregnant women?

Recent studies conducted in various states have uncovered this disturbing fact: pregnant women have become targets of violence. According to the Maryland Department of Health, there were 247 pregnancy-associated deaths between 1993 and 1998, and 50 of those deaths were the result of homicide.  In Cook County, Illinois, 26% of the 95 deaths of pregnant women recorded between 1986 and 1989 were homicides.  In New York, 25% of the 293 deaths among pregnant women between 1987 and 1991 were homicides.

A number of states have chosen to combat this tragic problem through the enactment of statutes providing for the prosecution for two crimes against a person who commits a violent act against a pregnant woman.  However, under current federal law, an individual who commits a federal crime of violence against a pregnant woman receives no additional punishment for killing or injuring the woman’s unborn child during the commission of the crime.  

I have sponsored the Unborn Victims of Violence Act, also called ‘Laci and Conner’s Law’ in remembrance of Laci Peterson and her son, Conner, both of whom were savagely murdered, to address this chasm in the law by providing that an individual who injures or kills an unborn child during the commission of one of sixty specified federal crimes against the mother will be guilty of a separate offense against the unborn child.

The Unborn Victims of Violence Act/Laci and Conner’s Law provides the mother and the family of an unborn child who is injured or killed by a violent criminal with some degree of closure that is currently unavailable under Federal Law. Furthermore, this legislation is crucial in the fight to deter such heinous acts of violence against women and the unborn. 

Isn’t it time that justice and closure are brought to instances of violent acts committed against pregnant women and in cases where unborn children are murdered or harmed?

