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ESTIMATED COSTS RELATED TO THE BIRTH OF A DRUG  

AND/OR ALCOHOL EXPOSED BABY 
 
 

PART I:  OVERVIEW OF INFORMATION REPORTED 
 
 One of the unanticipated impacts of drug court programs, first noted by Judge  
Harl Haas of Portland, Oregon,  has been the birth of drug-free babies to mothers enrolled 
in drug courts. But for the drug court, it is highly probable that these babies would have 
been born “drug-addicted”, “drug-exposed” or with fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) or fetal 
alcohol effect (FAE) and have required special care to keep them alive. Apart from the 
human and societal benefits resulting from the birth of these drug-free babies,  a number 
of drug court officials have sought to determine the “cost savings” that could be 
attributed to these births.  
 
 The OJP Drug Court Clearinghouse and Technical Assistance Project therefore 
researched a variety of sources in an attempt to attribute the amount of “cost savings”  
that could be associated with the birth of a drug free baby.  The result of this research has 
made it apparent that there has yet been no comprehensive assessment of the financial 
cost for a drug free baby.  There are, however, a variety of cost components that can be 
factored in to the total “cost” associated with the birth of a drug-addicted baby: hospital 
costs relating to delivery and immediate intensive care of the infant; detox costs for drug-
exposed infants; foster care costs; first year medical costs; special education costs; costs 
relating to developmental deficiencies, etc.  Most studies focus on components of these 
costs, or present summary cost findings without detailed breakdowns of the costs 
entailed.  Costs for a FAS (fetal alcohol syndrome) child appear to be slightly higher than 
for a child born addicted to cocaine alone.   Most studies note that a high proportion of 
mothers who give birth to drug exposed infants, have been taking a mixture of alcohol 
and other drugs. 
 
 The following data reflects reported costs associated with caring for babies that 
were prenatally exposed to drugs or alcohol. Total lifetime costs for caring for those 
children that survive reportedly ranges from $750,000 to $1.4 million.  
 
 The data is broken down by type of cost, charted in the following categories: 
 
  A. Hospital/Medical Costs for Drug Exposed Babies 
  B. Costs Related to Cocaine/Crack Exposed Babies 
  C. Costs Associated with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) 
  D. Costs Associated with Opiate-Exposed Babies 
  E. Costs Associated with Babies Exposed to Tobacco Smoking 
  F. In-Hospital Housing Costs for Drug Exposed Babies 
  G. Outside (Foster/Nursery) Care Costs for Drug Exposed Babies 
 



 Where possible, the data is charted on the basis of costs per child as well as 
aggregate  national costs.   
 
 In all, information from 35 studies is cited, prepared over a period of 17 years 
(1985 - 2001). Cost figures cited are derived from relevant costs in the particular 
jurisdiction studied and may therefore vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. 
 
 It is hoped that this information will provide drug court practitioners with a sense 
of available data on this topic and guidance regarding the types of agencies and cost item 
they might gather in their local jurisdictions relating to the costs for caring for drug-
exposed infants. 
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