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Under California law, child abuse is a crime.

Children need protection because they are vulnerable and
often unable to speak for themselves. The California Child
Abuse Reporting Law, along with other state laws, provides the
legal basis for action to protect children and to allow intervention
by public agencies if a child is maltreated.

California law defines child abuse as any of the following:

■■  ✓ A child is physically injured by other than accidental means

■■  ✓ A child is subjected to willful cruelty or unjustifiable 

punishment

■■  ✓ A child is abused or exploited sexually

■■  ✓ A child is neglected by a parent or caretaker who fails to
provide adequate food, clothing, shelter, medical care or
supervision.

Any child may be victimized. Child abuse crosses all 
socioeconomic, ethnic, cultural, occupational, religious and age
groups.  It can occur in the child’s home or outside the family.
Tragically, it happens most often at home, and usually the 
abuser is known to the child.  Generally, the abuser is a 
caretaker.  A caretaker can be a parent, stepparent, relative 
or a child care provider.

What Is Child
Abuse?
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Drinking alcohol in and of itself does not constitute child abuse.
By law, drinking is legal for persons 21 years of age and older.
However, if drinking leads to neglect, willful cruelty or unjustified 
punishment (which by definition includes the endangerment of the
child’s person or health) or the physical injury or death of a child, 
it can then become a factor in a child abuse case.  Infants and 
small children are particularly vulnerable to neglect and/or become
endangered when a parent drinks or uses illegal substances to the
point of losing consciousness or are unaware of their children’s
needs. 

Friends of mine, 
with a small child,

often drink in their
home.  At what

point is drinking 
considered abuse?

If you suspect 
abuse of a 

disabled child in
a home or 

institution, is it
reportable as
child abuse?

Yes. Any suspected child abuse or neglect should be reported.
Children with disabilities are 3 to 7 times more likely to be victims 
of maltreatment than non-disabled children.

Is spanking 
a form of 

child abuse?

While this subject is controversial, under California Welfare and
Institutions Code Section 300(a), reasonable and age appropriate
spanking to the buttocks where there is no evidence of serious 
physical injury does not constitute abuse.  If in doubt, one should 
consult their local Child Protective Services agency.

At what age can 
a child legally 
be left alone?

The State of California does not specify any age at which a child 
can be left at home alone.  Generally speaking, when leaving a child
at home alone, a parent or caregiver should consider a number of
factors, including: maturity level of the child, ability of the child to
take care of his/her basic needs, availability of friends or neighbors
to assist the child in case of an emergency, ability of the child to 
use the telephone to call emergency numbers, resources readily
available to the child, and length of time the parent or caregiver
intends to be away from the home.
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