GUIDE TO RETURNING A LOST OBJECT
Edited and approved by Rav Moshe Heinemann
One who finds a lost object may be obligated to return it to its owner. This is one of the 613 commandments (א). This guide explains the laws concerning finding a lost object (Hashavas Aveida). 
I. Information needed in order to understand the guide. 
A. Secure location (ב, ג) (Makom Mishtamar) – a place where a person would confidently leave an object and assume it would not be taken, such as an unlocked locker in a synagogue, mikvah or school. 

B. Slightly secure location (ב, ד) (Makom Mishtamar Ktzas) – a place where a person would temporarily leave an object because he would assume it would not be taken, such as behind a tree on a not-so-busy street.
C. Unsecure location (ב) (Makom Ain Mishtamar Klal) – a place where a person would never purposely leave an object because he assumes it would be taken, such as on a busy sidewalk.
D. Identifying features (ה) (siman) – a specific or unusual attribute, such as a mark, the place where it was found, or two or more objects found grouped together (ו), e.g. two single dollar bills in a paper clip or envelope. (There may be other examples of identifying features; a Rav should be consulted.) In order to prove ownership of a lost object, one must provide the finder with identifying features (ז).

E. Returning a lost object to its owner (ח) – one should publicize that an object was found e.g. posting signs (do not publicize any identifying features) and how to contact the finder.

F. Giving up hope of retrieving a lost object (ט) (yeeush) – a person relinquishes ownership of his lost object at the time he gives up hope of ever finding it. A person who subsequently picks up that object acquires it, even if it has identifying features.
	(In the context of this guide, Yehudi refers to anyone who keeps Torah commandments as well as a Tinok Sh’nishba. Yehudim is the plural of Yehudi.)

	II.
If one finds a lost item in an area frequented mostly (י) by Yehudim, the following laws apply:

	In What Type of a Location is it Found                 (Section I)
	Does the Item Have Identifying Features                 (Section I)
	Then the Person…
	The Reason 

	Unsecure
(ב)
	Yes                           And the item must have the value of a Pruta*
(יד)
	Should pick it up and attempt to return it
	When an item has identifying features, the owner can prove to the finder that the item is his. Most people would not purposely leave an item in a slightly secure or unsecure location. Even if it looks like the item was intentionally placed there, we suspect the owner left it there by mistake. Due to the fact that the item was left in a slightly secure or unsecure location it is more likely the owner will get it back if the finder tries to return it than if the finder leaves it there as someone may steal it. Therefore, the owner wants someone to pick it up and return it. (יא)

	Slightly Secure
(ב)
	
	
	

	In What Type of a Location is it Found                 (Section I)
	Does the Item Have Identifying Features                 (Section I)
	Then the Person…
	The Reason 

	Secure
(ב)
	Yes or No
	Should leave it in its place
(יב)
	Since it is in a secure location, we assume the owner wants it to remain there until he returns to get it.

	Slightly Secure and it was placed or possibly placed there
(ב)
	No
	Should leave it in its place 
	When there are no identifying features, the owner can’t prove to the finder that the item is his, so if the finder picks it up, the owner won’t get it back until Eliyahu Hanavi comes (section IV-E) (יג). In addition, we cannot assume the owner gave up hope of retrieving it, because it is in a slightly secure location, and he may return to retrieve it.

	Unsecure
(ב)
	No 
	May keep the item  ** 
	Even if the owner put it down intentionally, he certainly never intended to leave it there. It is likely he got distracted and left it there by mistake. When realizing that he left it in an unsecure location, he gives up hope of finding it because it did not have any identifying features.

	Slightly Secure and looks like it fell there
(טו)
	No
	May keep the item **
	When there are no identifying features, the owner cannot prove that the item is his. In addition, he does not know where he lost the item because it was dropped unbeknown to him. The owner has certainly given up hope of retrieving the item.

	*The Halacha to return a lost item is only when it has the value of a pruta or more. (Section IV-G, H)                     

	**This only applies to items that the owner would know he is missing right away. Items that he carries or wears or items that are so important to him that he continuously checks to make sure he has such as a wallet, watch, jewelry or a bag of groceries (טז). It also applies to an item that has obviously been lying there for a long time (יז).


III. If one finds a lost object in an area frequented mostly by non-Yehudim, (it can be generally assumed it was lost by a non-Yehudi) the following laws apply:
A. If the object was found in an unsecure or slightly secure location, one should not attempt to return it to its owner; rather, he may keep it (יח). However, if one feels that not returning it will cause a chilul Hashem, he should try to return it. In addition, if one feels that returning it will cause a kiddush Hashem, it is praiseworthy to return it (יח).

B. If the object found belongs to a Yehudi (e.g. it has the name of a Yehudi on it) one is permitted to keep it only if it is an object that the owner would immediately miss (טז) (e.g. money, a wallet, a  watch,  jewelry, or a suitcase) or if the object has obviously been left there for a long time. (We assume the owner gave up hope of retrieving it.)  
C. If the object found is a religious object with identifying features, that only a Yehudi would purchase (e.g. Tefillin) one should return it to its owner (י). The owner in this case would not give up hope of retrieving it because he would be confident that even if non-Yehudim would pick it up, they would sell it to a Yehudi who would then endeavor to get the object to its rightful owner (and of course be reimbursed for the outlay) (יט).

IV. Additional Halachos

A. In the situations where the Halacha states that the finder may keep the lost object, it is proper and correct to go beyond the letter of the law and return the object anyway, provided that a Yehudi comes to you and proves the object is his by giving identifying features. However, if the one who loses it is rich and the finder is poor, one need not go beyond the letter of the law and return the object (כ).
B.   If a Torah scholar finds a lost object which is beneath his dignity (e.g. a tire) to pick up and return, he should not embarrass the Torah by returning it. However, for others who may feel it is beneath their dignity, (e.g. a rich person, a communal leader) it is meritorious and proper to return the object (כא). 

C.  If one finds an object with identifying features belonging to a child, he follows the same Halachos as for an adult. However, if the object has no identifying features, one should ask a Rav how to proceed, because these Halachos are different than the Halachos pertaining to an adult (כב).

D.  One does not get paid for performing the mitzvah of returning or storing a lost object when one does not incur a monetary loss (כג). However, in more complicated cases (e.g. when the finder misses work and loses pay because he is involved in returning a lost object) monetary compensation would be appropriate (כג, כד).
E. If ownership of an object cannot be determined and the finder is Halachically not permitted to keep it for himself, the object must be held until the arrival of Eliyahu Hanavi who will give instruction concerning what to do with it (כה). One is permitted to use or sell the object if one first assesses its value in its present usable state and records the value, the date, when and where it was found, and the description of the object. One should file away this information knowing that when Eliyahu Hanavi arrives, he may have to return the value to the rightful owner (כו).

F. The phrase “frequented mostly by Yehudim” in section II can also infer the situation when for example there are only 100 non-Yehudim living on a block and at least 101 Yehudim who walk through that block on a regular basis. The reverse, “frequented mostly by non-Yehudim” in section III can also infer the situation when for example there are only 100 Yehudim living on a block and at least 101 non-Yehudim who walk through that block on a regular basis (כז).
G. As mentioned in section II, the Halacha of returning a lost item applies when that item has a value of at least a pruta. The value of a pruta is defined as the weight of ½ grain of barley in pure silver (כח). There are those who say a pruta is the lowest denomination coin that can be used to purchase an object (כט). In 2012, that would be a dime. Therefore, if the value of the item found is at least as much as any of these two amounts, then the finder should try and return that item.
H. There are those authorities who say that if one finds an inexpensive object (e.g. a glove or scarf) with identifying features, one should leave the object where it is. This is because it is more likely the object will be retrieved by the owner who will retrace his steps while looking for his lost object, than if the finder picks it up and attempts to return it (לא).

I. If there is a civil law which requires all lost objects to be returned, then the law of the land prevails (dina d’malchusa dina) (לב).
J. Included in the commandment of returning lost articles is that if one sees danger or damages happening to a Yehudi or his property, one is required to try to prevent it from occurring (לג).
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