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O In my 37 years in insurance, one of the 
most tragic claims I ever saw involved a 

foster mother who left her two foster children, 
an infant and a toddler, strapped into their car 
seats sound asleep in the back seat of her van 
while she went in to work. She didn’t normally 
take the children to daycare; that was part of her 
husband’s routine. But he had something else to 
do that day, so the foster mom took the kids in 
her car. Only moments after the van pulled out 
of the driveway, the children were sound asleep. 

On her way to work, the foster mom returned a 
phone call that was two days overdue, mentally 
reviewed the meetings on her schedule that 
day, and thought about the employee she had 
to reprimand. She also remembered that she 
had failed to take anything out of the freezer 
for dinner that night. When she pulled into the 
parking lot, she gathered her briefcase, phone, 
purse and lunch out of the front passenger 
seat of the van, jumped out, and ran into work, 
hitting the lock button on the key as she ran 
toward the door. It was 7:30 a.m., and it was 
starting to warm up.

About 10:30 a.m. on that hot summer 
morning, the daycare provider called inquiring 
about the children. In an instant, reality of 
the situation that would forever change that 
woman’s life set in. She dropped the phone, 
grabbed her keys, and went running to her car, 
screaming for her assistant to call 911. 

She tore open the side door of the van to find 
that the toddler had tried to get out of the car 
seat but couldn’t master the childproof latches 
that kept him bound. He had succumbed 
to heat stroke, but still had a faint pulse. 
The infant, however, was already dead. Both 
children were taken to the nearest emergency 
room, but the toddler died shortly after arrival. 
The investigation concluded that this was a 
tragic accident. The foster mother, however, 
was convicted of felony child endangerment. 
She is still serving her sentence.

Infants and toddlers die in hot cars every 
summer. According to San Francisco State 
University Department of Geosciences, the 
total number of heatstroke deaths of children 
left in cars in 2012 in the U.S. was 32. The 
total number of heatstroke deaths of children 
left in cars from 1998 to present is 559. An 
examination of those 559 deaths revealed 
that 52 percent were children forgotten in 
the vehicle by caregivers. Of these children, 
29 percent were playing in an unattended 
vehicle; 18 percent were intentionally left in 
the vehicle by an adult; and 1 percent died 
with full circumstances unknown. More 
than half of the children were younger than 
2. Charges were filed in 49 percent of the 
cases. Of those prosecuted, 81 percent were 
convicted. In cases of paid caregivers, 84 
percent were prosecuted with 96 percent 
convicted, according to information from the 
“Heatstroke Deaths of Children in Vehicles,” 
by Jan Null at http://ggweather.com/heat.

The people who have lost their children to 
heatstroke after being forgotten in a car include 
a university professor, a hospital CEO, a police 
officer, babysitters, extended family and parents 
— people whose lives will never be the same. 

A vehicle parked in 80-degree weather will 
reach a temperature inside of 123 degrees in 
60 minutes. And studies have concluded that 
opening the windows has little effect. 

The most common reason why children are 
left in hot cars is distracted memory lapse. 
This often occurs when having a child in 
the car is a break in routine. Busy people are 

thinking about their day, talking on the phone, 
listening to the radio, or doing a combination 
of these things, which distracts them 
considerably. Typically the child has fallen 
asleep in the car seat, so there’s no noise when 
the driver leaves the car. By the time the adult 
realizes his or her error, the child is often dead. 

Some ways to prevent this tragedy are:
• Stop multi-tasking while driving. 
• Place your cell phone, purse, briefcase or 

other important items on the floor of the rear 
seat of the vehicle below the child’s car seat. 

• Keep the child’s stuffed animal or diaper bag 
in the front seat to remind you of who’s in 
the back seat. 

• Develop the habit of always opening the 
back door of your vehicle after you park to 
retrieve your stowed items and child when 
you exit the vehicle. 

• Ask your child’s babysitter or daycare 
provider to phone you if you are more than 
five minutes late in dropping off the child. 

As the weather starts to warm up, start now to 
develop the habit of focusing on the road and 
the precious cargo you’re carrying.  !
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