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PRESIDENT CLINTON CALLS ON HUD TO CONTINUE MJYBACK AMERICA 
DESPITE CONGBESSIONAL EFFORTS TO HAL' F PROGRAM 

WASHINGTON - President Clinton has called on Housing 
Secretary Andrew Cuomo and HUD to continue the Department's 
Congressional attempts to halt the initiative. 

an i Urban Development 
buyback program, despite 

"Despite HUD's dear authority to carry out this program, the |;im lobby and other opponents 
of comoion sense gun safety measures continue to challenge this udtiltive. We remain committed to 
carrying out Bviyback America, and I call on HUD to continue to offer this vital assistance to 
communities seeking our support in addressing their local gun violen<lje problems/' said President 
Clinton. 

President Clinton initially announced HUD's buyback initiath e, Bu^ck America, in 
September 1999. The buyback program is an unprecedented initiativ^ designed to rgduce the toll of 
gun violence that claims an average of 30,000 lives and wounds anotl ter 100,000 people each year 
in the United States. 

This Spring, during Congressional debaie over a supplement̂  appiopriaxious bill, 
Congressibnal opponents of gun bnybacks proposed language to expressly bar HUD from 
continuing its buyback initiative. That language was withdrawn, but jipponants of buybacks 
subsequently asserted that HUD lacked the legal authority to suppoi 
buyback efforts and should therefore stop the initiative. HUD's Oi 
Administration's Office of Management and Budget have both sinet reviewed this question, and 
have concluded thai HUD has authority to continue to respond to re< uests from local communities -
for funding of gun buybacks. Given HUD's authority, if Congress b| 
stopped, this could be done through a legislative change. 

local communities in their gun 
of General Counsel and the 

ilieves the program should be 

"BuyBack America saves lives by taking unwanted guns out) of circulation," Cuomo said. 
'Today, thanks to this historic partnership between police departme its and housing authorities, 
there are litendly thousands and thousands of unwanted guns that n< longer pose a risk to our 
nation's communities. The success of BuyBack America means that fewer gun tragedies will occur, 
and lives will be saved.'* 



07/28/00 12:49 FAX 202 456 5557 DOMESTIC POLICY C01TNCIL @]003 

NO.590 

HUD No. OD-XX 
Page Two 

The buyback program is working: During Ihe first few months k HUD's buyback program, 
71 cities have used HUD funding to purchase over 17,000 guns. To datl, fizLommunities are 
participating in the program, which admits applicants on a rolling basis! and HUD continues to 
receive applications. 

"I commend President Clinton and Secretary Cuomo for their c >urage in masting upon the 
continuation of this important program. It is unconscionable for this Cc ngress to refuse to act upon 
sensible gun safety legislation and to try to prohibit the Department of I fousing and Urban 
Development from doing what it can to protect citizens living in its hoitsingsaid Sarah Brady, 
Chair of Handgun Control. 

Police departments and public housing authorities participating in Buyback America use 
funds from HUD's crime-fighting Drug Elimination Grant Program to take guns off the street HUD 
suggests a buyback price of $50 for each gun. In addition, businesses t re encouraged to donate gift 
certificates for food, toys, and other goods to individuals turning in gu is. HUD provides an 
additional 43 cents in matching funds for every SI in HUD Drug ElimLation Grant funds housing 
authorities set aside for a gun buyback. I 

Buyback America is designed to give individmls the chance, fi >r a limited period of time, to 
exchange their guns anonymously for something of value. All guns bought with HUD funds are' 
destroyed, in order to reduce the number of guns in circulation, unleŝ  authorities determine a gun 
was stolen or used in the commission of a crime. Weapons which ture out to have been stolen are 
returned to their lawful owners. 

Other parts of the Clinton Administration's gun safety agenda include: 

* HUD and the Department of the Treasury signed an historic i 
Wesson in March to implement a "code of conduct" that will ir 
of the hands of criminals and children. 

cement with Smith & 
gun safety and keep guns out 

* A 530 million Community Gun Safety and Violence Kjeductidn Initiative that President 
Clinton proposed in his Fiscal Year 2001 Budget. The initiative, whilh would be administered by 
HUD, would fund computerized mapping of gun violence to help lav f enforcement agencies better 
protect the public, education and outreach programs to promote respc nsible safety measures by guu 
owners, and innovative community activities to reduce both gun crira es and accidents. If Congress 
approves funding for this initiative, local governments, law enforcem ent agencies, public housing 
authorities, commimity organizations, and other groups would be eligible to compete for HUD 
grants to support gun violence reduction mtiativesjn the communit̂ s the Departmem serves, 

r r ^ ^ i u * A $ 2 8 0 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 ^o* 1 3 1 firearfns inforcement initiative that j s also part of the President's 
C ^ O p r 0 P D s e d budget. The initiative wpdld hire 500 new ATF agents and inspectors to target gun 

criminals, hire more than 1,000 ifcosecutors at all levels of govemrae nt, fund new gun tracing and 
l / ^ ballistics testing systems to catch more gun crimmals, fund local me Jia campaigns to discourage 

gun violence, and expand the development of "smart gun" technoloiies. 
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STATEMENT OF THE PRESIDENT 
July 30, 2000 

I am pleased that Secretary Cuomo and the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) are moving forward to expand its successful Gun Buyback 
Initiative. By teaming up law enforcement, local authorities, and citizens in the fight to 
reduce gun violence, the HUD Gun Buyback Program has already helped remove over 
17,000 guns from our communities. Today's expansion of Buyback America will ensure 
the removal of thousands more guns, preventing an untold number of gun accidents, 
suicides and crimes. Despite HUD's clear authority to carry out this important program, 
the gun lobby and other opponents of common sense gun safety measures continue to 
challenge this initiative. We remain committed to carrying out Buyback America, and I 
call on HUD to continue to offer this vital assistance to communities seeking our support 
in addressing their local gun violence problems. 

HUD's gun buybacks are an important part of my Administration's comprehensive 
strategy to reduce gun violence in America. While we are making progress in this fight, 
gun violence remains far too high. Congress can do its part by finally passing the 
stalled common sense gun safety legislation to keep guns out of the hands of criminals 
and children, and fully funding my $280 million Gun Enforcement Initiative to crack 
down on gun criminals. Congress should put the public safety interests of American 
families above those of the gun lobby and support these efforts instead of working to 
undermine them. If we work together, we can continue to bring down gun crime, 
reduce gun violence, and save lives. 
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Crime -- Brady Law Studies: (1) JAMA Study. Next Wednesday, the Journal of the 
American Medical Association (JAMA) will publish a study indicating that the Brady Law has 
had no impact on the reduction in gun homicides. The study compares gun homicide totals in 
the 18 states that had background checks systems prior to the Brady Law ("non-Brady 
States"), with those in the 32 States that adopted background checks systems as a result of the 
Brady Law ("Brady States."). While the study found no difference in homicide reductions in 
"Brady" versus "non-Brady" States, it does conclude that the law helped to reduce gun 
suicides among the elderly. An important caveat is that the study does not evaluate whether 
the Brady Law impacted the homicide rate through its effects on illegal gun trafficking 
between States - an important measure of its impact on crime according to Handgun Control's 
prior research. While this is likely to be viewed as an unfavorable report by gun control 
supporters, the lead researcher, Phil Cook, makes clear that the Brady Law's full impact on 
crime cannot be recognized until Congress closes other deadly loopholes in the law that allow 
criminals to obtain firearms without background checks on the unregulated secondary market 
(e.g., gun shows). 

(2) Handgun Control Study. In an attempt to blunt the JAMA study, this Thursday, Handgun 
Control released a new report which links passage of the Brady Law to a reduction in gun 
deaths. The report shows that since passage of the Brady Law, the gun-related crime rate has 
dropped faster than the overall violent crime rate. More specifically, it shows that from 
1994-1998, an estimated 9,368 fewer people were murdered with guns because the percentage 
of robberies and assaults committed with guns fell each year after passage of the Brady Law. 
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GUNS AND MORTALITY AMONG AMERICAN YOUTH 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Approximately fifty t^iisand American children died of gunshot wounds in the ten-year span 
from 1988 through 1997. This report establishes an important fact about these fatalities: many of 
the deaths were the direct consequence of the widespread accesslo-gims. The significant findings 
in support of this observation include: 

Gun access was responsible for approximately 5,000 unintentional deaths. About 10 
percent of the 50,000 gun-related deaths from 1988 through 1997 were unintentional—deaths 
that would clearly not have occurred if the guns were not present. Data indicate an 
approximately one-to-one correspondence in the rates of gun ownership across states and the 
incidence of unintentional gunshot deaths. Thus, children living in states with high rates of 
gun ownership were far more likely to die from unintentional gunshot injury than were those 
living in states with low rates of gun ownership. 

State-level data indicate a strong link between guns and suicidal deaths among young 
people; higher levels of gun access lead to higher levels of suicide. From 1988 through 
1997 there were 1,588 gun-related suicides among children aged 5-14 and 12,563 among 
teens aged 15-19. Because guns are an especially lethal means of suicide, suicide attempts 
are more likely to result in death when guns are involved. Thus, in states where gun 
ownership is common snif.ide among young people is also more common. Among young 
people (aged 19 and younger) the gun-related suicide rate was 2 to 3 times higher in the 10 
states with the highest rates of gun ownership than in the 10 states with the lowest rates of 
gun ownership. And although these same states had slightly lower rates of non-gun suicide 
than states with low levels of gun ownership, the overall suicide rate was much higher in the 
states with high levels of gun ownership. 

The apparent proliferation of guns from 1985 through 1993 played a key role in the very 
large increase in accidental and suicidal deaths among African American teens. From 1985 
through 1993 there appears to have been a sharp rise in gun possession among African 
American teens. This proliferation of guns resulted in a corresponding increase in both 
unintentional gun injury deaths and gun-related suicide—which more than doubled for 
African American teens (aged 15-19) over this time span. Teen gun possession appears to 
have declined since 1993; both unintentional gun fatalities and gun suicides have dropped. 

There were 30,000 gun homicides over the decade. Many of these deaths were the direct 
consequence of high levels of gun access. Although hundreds of the very young children, 
aged 5 and younger, were victims of gun homicides, gun access does not appear to be a key 
determinant of homicides among this particularly defenseless group. However, among 
children aged 5-14, and especially among teens aged 15-19, homicide deaths and guns are 
strongly linked. Two pieces of evidence support this contention—one focusing on youth 
generally, the other on African American youth. First, gun homicide is more common among 
children in states in which households have higher rates of gun ownership. In contrast, these , 
same states with high rates of gun ownership do not generally have high rates of non-gun 
homicide for older children. Second, the rapid increase in gun possession by African 
American teens from 1985 through 1993 was associated with a large increase in gun 
homicide among African American teens (aged 15-19) while non-gun homicides were little 
changed. 



GUNS AND MORTALITY AMONG AMERICAN YOUTH 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Guns exact a devastating toll on youth in the United Sates. Approximately 50,000 
children died of gunshot wounds in the ten-year span from 1988 to 1997. This report establishes 
an important fact about these fatalities—that many of the deaths were the direct consequence of 
our nation's widespread access to guns. The report presents compelling evidence that gun access 
was responsible for a large number of fatalities among America's children—from unintentional 
gunshot injuries, suicidal deaths, and homicide. (Chart 1 shows a breakdown of gun deaths for 3 
age groups.) 

Chart 1. Composition of Gun Fatalities by Age 
100 
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The report has four main sections. First 
is an analysis of fatalities from unintentional 
gunshot injuries using state-level data. About 
10 percent of the recorded gunshot deaths to 
youth from 1988 to 1997 were unintentional— 
deaths that clearly would not have occurred in 
the absence of gun access. Examination of data 
on unintentional gun fatalities across states 
produces an entirely expected pattern: in states 
where more households have guns there are also 
more unintentional gun fatalities among 
children. 

Second, the report examines the complicated issue of the incidence of youth suicide and 
access to guns. Mental health experts emphasize that there are many facets to youth suicide— 
including a central role of depression and other mental disorders as risk factors. The focus here is 
on the role of guns, as the majority of youth suicides (over 14,000 suicides among those aged 19 
and younger) were gun-related. State-level data provide compelling evidence that gun access 
increases suicide among youth; in states where gun ownership is common, gun suicide among 
young people is also more common. Moreover, the overall suicide rate for young people is 
higher in the states with high levels of gun ownership. 

The third section of the report examines trends over the last two decades in gun-related 
unintentional deaths and suicides focusing specifically on African American youth. There is 
evidence that in the mid-1980s there was a proliferation of guns in hands of teens in many 
American cities. The increase in gun possession, from 1985 through 1993, was responsible for a 
sharp rise in pcciHental deaths, and~was associated witn an increase in gun-related suicides for 
African American teens, ^tjjere has~been a pronounced downturn in these rates since 19£lJ> 

Finally, the report discusses the 30,000 gun homicide deaths that occurred among young 
people during the ten-year sample period. Among the youngest and most defenseless of children 
(aged 0-4), gun possession appears to play only a limited role, as homicides of the very young are 
generally committed using means other than guns. Among older children (aged 5-14) there is 
evidence that guns played a larger role. However, the most important evidence about the role of 
guns is for older teens (aged 15-19). The rates of homicide among this group are very high, 
especially among African Americans. Analysis that tracks homicide rates for African American 
teens shows a very similar pattern as for unintentional deaths caused by guns and suicides using 
guns—a sharp increase in gun homicides from 1985 through 1993 followed by a marked decline. 
There appears to be a strong role of gun possession in explaining this trend. 



2. UNINTENTIONAL GUNS D E A T H S — A N ANALYSIS ACROSS S T A T E S 

In the approximately 4,900 unintentional child deaths from gunshot wounds during the 
sample period, the role of gun availability was most obvious; these fatalities would not have 
occurred were it not for the presence of a gun. 

One would expect unintentional gun deaths among children to be most common in states 
where gun ownership is also most common. To examine this hypothesis we turn to state-level 
data on gun-related mortality. This data comes from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and 
Prevention. Because no nationally representative data on gun ownership exists, reliable 
comparison of gun ownership across all states is difficult. We use two data sources in our 
analysis to provide evidence about gun possession rates across states. First, there are data from 
the General Social Survey (GSS) for the period 1990-1998, which provides statistics on 
household gun ownership for 17 states.1 Second, following the research of Philip Cook, an 
economist at Duke University, we construct a rough index of gun ownership for all states by 
averaging the rates at which adult homicides and suicides are committed with a gun.2 The results 
of this statistical exercise are presented in the Appendix. This "Adult Gun Index" suggests that 
guns are most prevalent in southern states and are least prevalent in Hawaii and several northern 
states. Among the 17 states for which data are available, the Adult Gun Index and the GSS 
measure of gun ownership are highly correlated (a Pearson's correlation coefficient of 0.81). 

Chart 2. State Gun Ownership Rates & 
Unintentional Firearm Deaths, Youth Aged 0-19 Examination of unintentional gunshot 

deaths using these state-level data shows a 
distinct pattern: States with higher gun 
ownership rates have more unintentional gun 
deaths to children of all ages. Chart 2 shows, for 
example, the relationship between rates of 
unintentional gun deaths for youth aged 19 and 
younger and the GSS measures of gun 
ownership (for the 17 states for which data are 
available). There is an approximately one-to-
one relationship between gun ownership and 
unintentional gun deaths, i.e., a one percent 

increase in household gun ownership corresponds to an approximately one percent increase in 
accidental gun deaths among young people3. 
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A similar inference is drawn using the Adult Gun Index as a measure of gun possession. 
There is a high correlation between accidental gun deaths and this measure. The correlation 
coefficients between the index and the state-level rates of accidental gun mortality are 0.69 for 

1 Our analysis uses statistics on gun ownership based on data derived from the General Social Survey and 
reported in T. Smith and L. Martos, "Attitudes Towards and Experiences With Guns: A State-level 
Perspective," National Opinion Research Center, December 1999. These statistics indicate that fewer than 
1 in 5 households in New York and Massachusetts own guns, for example, compared with more than half 
of households in Indiana and North Carolina. 
2 Our analysis follows the methodology of Phillip Cook's "The effect of gun availability on robbery and 
robber murder: a cross-sectional study of 50 cities," Policy Studies Review Annual 1979, 3:743-781. 
3 An ordinary least squares regression of the log of the gun-related accidental deaths (among 15- to 19-
year-olds) on the log of the GSS measure of gun availability resulted in a coefficient of 1.02 with a p-value 
of .012. The GSS data cover 1990-98, and the CDC data cover 1988-97. Similar results were found using 
gun-related accidental deaths for the other youth age groups used in this paper. 



mortality among 0- to 4-year-olds, 0.70 for 5- to 14-year-olds, and 0.71 for 15- to 19-year-olds.4 

Table 1 provides another way of looking at these data. This table shows the average mortality 
rate for the 10 states with the highest levels of gun ownership—as calculated by the Adult Gun 
Index—and for the 10 states with the lowest levels of gun ownership. Deaths from unintentional 
gunshot injury in states with the highest gun ownership are 4V2 to 6 times as high in the states 
with the lowest rates of gun ownership.5 

Table 1. Unintentional Firearm Deaths Among Children and Youth, 1988-1997 
Rates of Unintentional Firearm Deaths 

(per 100,000 in Age Group) 
10 States with 10 States with Lowest Ratio of Rates in 
Highest Gun Gun Possession High-Gun to Low-
Possession Gun States 

Children Aged 0-4 0.32 0.05 5.95 
Children Aged 5-14 0.96 0.16 6.0 
Youth Aged 15-19 2.97 0.65 4.6 

The role of guns in unintentional deaths is clear; these are deaths that would not have 
occurred if the guns had not been present. The state-level analysis confirms an expected 
outcome—that unintentional deaths are more likely when there are more guns in households. The 
analysis is useful for yet another reason. One would certainly expect that states with more guns 
also have more unintentional deaths from gunshot wounds. The fact such a relationship holds— 
and that the relationship is strong—provides increased confidence in both the GSS gun ownership 
data and the Adult Gun Index as reasonably good state-level measures of gun access. 

3. G U N S U I C I D E S — A N ANALYSIS ACROSS S T A T E S 

The role of guns in youth's deaths from suicide is a more complicated issue than with 
unintentional gun-related deaths. Studies indicate that depression, hopelessness, and substance 
abuse are major risk factors for teenage suicide. Stressful life events, such as legal or disciplinary 
problems, and unstable relationships with family, friends, and significant others, may also 
precipitate a suicide attempt in youths. Tendencies towards impulsive behavior, e.g. responding 
violently to crises that could be resolved with guidance, also place youths at risk. Among young 
people suicidal ideation and suicide plans are far more common than suicide attempts. Most 
suicide attempts by youths do not result in death; estimates of the ratio of nonfatal attempts to 
completed suicides among young people range from 12 to 1 to as high as 37 to 1.6 

Gun availability appears to play a role in making suicide attempts more lethal. Youth 
suicide attempts are often impulsive, and gun suicides are overwhelmingly lethal compared to 
other means. The presence of a gun, together with this impulsive behavior, then poses a 

4 These coefficients are statistically significant at the 0.01 level. 
5 We are indebted to David Hemenway (Harvard School of Public Health) and his colleagues who gave 
invaluable input at several stages of the analysis. In particular, they suggested using the Gun Index to rank 
states and compare mortality ratios along this dimension. 
0 Studies conducted in Oregon ("Fatal and Nonfatal Suicide Attempts Among Adolescents - Oregon, 1988-
1993", MMWR, CDC, April 28, 1995) and Colorado ("Suicide Prevention and Intervention Plan," 
Governor's Suicide Prevention Advisory Commission, November 1998) reported numbers that ranged from 
12:1 to up to 37:1 (for Oregon youths aged 10-14). 



significant risk factor for many young people.7 Consequently, in states where young people have 
greater access to guns in their homes, one would expect that there would tend to be more gun-
related suicides and more total suicides. 

Chart 3. State Gun Ownership Rates & 
Non-Gun Suicides, Youth Aged 15-19 
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Chart 4. State Gun Ownership Rates & 
Gun Suicides, Youth Aged 15-19 
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Chart 5. State Gun Ownership Rates & 
Overall Suicides, Youth Aged 15-19 
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Charts 3, 4, and 5 plot state-level teen 
suicide rates (for 15- to 19-year-olds) and 
household gun ownership rates (from the GSS 
data) for non-gun suicides, gun suicides and 
overall suicides. The rates of non-gun suicide 
are not systematically related to gun ownership 
(Chart 3). In sharp contrast, rates of gun suicide 
are generally higher in states where there are 
higher levels of gun ownership. And as a 
consequence the overall suicide rate is higher for 
in states where greater proportions of households 
have guns. A similar relationship holds for 
suicides among younger children. These results 
are consistent with the hypothesis that the 
presence of guns in households leads to greater 
suicide fatality among young people. 

Use of the Adult Gun Index allows us to 
draw the same inference. There is a statistically 
significant positive correlation between the 
Adult Gun Index and both gun suicides and 
overall suicides for 5- to 14-year-olds and 15- to 
19-year olds.s Table 2 provides a comparison in 
the rates of suicide for the 10 states with the 
highest levels of gun availability (according to 
the Adult Gun Index) and the 10 states with the 
lowest levels of gun availability. Among youth 
aged 5 to 14, in the 10 high-gun states, the gun 
suicide rate was 3 times higher than in the 10 
states with the lowest levels of gun availability. 
While the rate of non-gun suicide was no higher 
in the high-gun states, the relatively high 
incidence of gun suicides caused the overall 
suicide rate to be about 70 percent higher in the 
high-gun states. Similarly, among 15- to 19-
year-olds, the gun suicide rate was more than 

7 In one study of patients treated for self-inflicted gunshot wounds (not restricted to youth), only one-third 
of the group was diagnosed with "a major depressive episode" and none showed indication of a suicide 
plan. About half of the patients had used alcohol before the incident, and a slightly larger number reported 
interpersonal conflict before attempting self-injury. The combination of alcohol, stressful events, and 
impulsiveness is extremely dangerous when a gun is present. (See L.G. Peterson et al., "Self-inflicted 
Gunshot Wounds: Lethality of Method versus intent," American Journal of Psychiatry, February 1985. 
C.R. Pfeffer et al., "Suicidal Children Grow up: Ego Functions Associated with Suicide Attempts," Journal 
of American Academy of Adolescent Psychiatry, October 1995.) 
8 The correlation coefficients between the Adult Gun Index and suicide rates are: 0.53 for gun suicides of 5-
to 14-year olds, 0.59 for gun suicides of 15- to 19-year-olds, 0.34 for all suicides for 5- to 14-year-olds, and 
0.38 also for overall suicides for 15- to 19-year-olds. All of these coefficients are statistically significant at 
the 0.01 level. 



twice as high as is the states with the lowest levels of gun availability. Finally, theoverall teen 
suicide rate was 50 percent higher in the high-gun states. 

Table 2. Suicide Among Children and Youth, 1988-1997 
Rates of Suicide 

(per 100,000 in Age Group) 
10 States with Highest 

Gun Possession 
10 States with Lowest 

Gun Possession 
Ratio of Rates in 

High-Gun to Low-
Gun States 

Children Aged 5-14 
Gun Suicides 0.58 0.19 3.2 
Non-Gun Suicides 0.30 0.33 0.9 
All Suicides 0.88 0.52 1.7 

Youth Aged 15-19 
Gun Suicides 8.65 4.00 2.2 
Non-Gun Suicides 2.59 3.83 0.7 
All Suicides 11.23 7.83 1.5 

4. AN EXAMINATION OF R E C E N T TRENDS IN G U N SUICIDES AND UNINTENTIONAL 

D E A T H S OF AFRICAN AMERICAN T E E N S 

Chart 6. Firearm Accident Rates for African 
American Teens, Aged 15 to 19 

The general conclusions from the state-
level analyses of both unintentional gun deaths 
and suicides are clear: higher levels of gun 
access are associated with greater youth 
mortality. In this section, complementary 
analysis is presented that examines dramatic 
trends in gun deaths among African American 
teens over the past two decades. As Chart 6 
shows, from 1985 through 1993 there was a 
sharp rise in the rates of deaths from 
unintentional gunshot injuries. After 1993, there 
was a marked decline in these unintentional gun 
deaths. There was no similar dramatic trend 

among whites, so it important to examine possible explanations focusing on African American 
youth specifically. 

The analysis in Section 2 of this paper suggested that there is an approximately one-to-
one relationship between gun possession and unintentional gun deaths'. The trends in Chart 6 
therefore suggest that beginning in 1985 there was a rapid dissemination of guns among African 
American teens and that this trend abated after 1993. Although reliable direct statistics on teen 
gun possession are not available, there is independent evidence consistent with this hypothesized 
trend in teen gun possession. From 1985 through 1993, juvenile arrest rates for weapons law 
violations more than doubled. Then in 1993 arrest rates for weapons violations declined.10 

1979 1984 1989 1994 

9 See footnote 3 above. 
1 0 The patterns of juvenile weapons violation arrest rates were plausibly caused by one of two factors: an 
increase in police effort targeting youth who carry guns (from 1983 through 1993) followed by a decline in 
such police efforts (after 1993), or a dissemination of guns among youth which abated by around 1993. 
The evidence in Chart 6 is consistent with this later explanation. Also, there is little evidence of decreased 
police vigilance in the early 1990s. 



Recent research links the dissemination of guns into the hands of American teenagers in 
the mid- to late-1980s with the advent and growth of the crack cocaine trade." Crack cocaine 
first arrived in large cities like Miami, Los Angeles, and New York in about 1983. After 
remaining fairly constant from 1975 though 1984, drug arrest rates among non-white juveniles 
more than doubled from 1985 to 1989. Researchers suggest that guns were carried by teens 
directly involved in drug markets, but possession became far broader as other teens acquired guns 
in reaction to this trend—for perceived self-protection or as a status symbol.12 It appears that gun 
possession is lower among the current cohorts of youths than among their immediate 
predecessors. This drop in gun possession, after 1993, has been linked to a number of factors:13 

systematic changes in the drug markets (with a decline in the number of new crack users and 
some stabilization of these illegal markets), an economic expansion which created new 
opportunities for young people who might otherwise have been drawn into criminal activity, and 
efforts to limit opportunities of high-risk individuals from purchasing guns (exemplified by the 
1994 Brady Bill) which may have been effective in limiting the supply of guns to young people. 

Chart 7. Suicide Rates for African American 
Teens, Aged 15 to 19 

Firearm suicide 

Non-firearm 
suicide 

1979 1984 1989 1994 

Whatever the causes of the trends in gun 
possession, evidence shows that this gun access 
is closely linked to gun-related suicides. Chart 7 
shows that gun suicides among African 
American youth increased rapidly after the mid-
1980s, peaked in 1994, and declined markedly 
thereafter. Over this same period there was 
virtually no change to non-gun suicide. As with 
the cross-state analysis, the evidence from recent 
patterns for African American teens is consistent 
with gun possession having a direct effect on the 
prevalence of suicide. 

5. G U N H O M I C I D E S 

The largest component of gun-related deaths among American youth is mortality due to 
gun homicide. This section of our analysis provides evidence that as with suicides and 
unintentional deaths, gun availability plays a key role in deaths from homicide. We begin our 
analysis by continuing the focus on trends in homicide deaths among African American teens. 
This group is particularly important to study because African American teens are at far higher 
risk of being homicide victims than are other young people.14 

Chart 8 shows that, as with trends in gun suicides and unintentional gun deaths, there was 
a rapid increase in the rate at which African American youth were victims of gun homicides from 
1985 through about 1993, and a decline following 1993. As indicated in Chart 9, statistics from 

" The hypothesis discussed in this paragraph and the next draw primarily from Alfred Blumstein and 
Daniel Cork, "Linking Gun Availability to Youth Gun Violence," Law and Contemporary Problems, 
Winter 1996. 
1 2 Blumstein and Cork cite a 1993 study conducted in center-city schools in which 22 percent of students 
possessed guns, with 68 percent citing protection as the main reason. 
1 3 See Alfred Blumstein, Frederick Rivara and Richard Rosenfeld, "The Rise and Decline of Homicide— 
and Why," Annual Review of Public Health, 2000. 
x* The majority of youth gun fatalities generally are to whites. However, about 6 in 10 homicide gun 
fatalities to youth (from 1988 through 1997) were African American. 



the Bureau of Justice Statistics on homicides committed by young people (data are provided for 
individuals aged 14 to 17) follow a nearly identical pattern. 

Chart 8. Homicide Rates for African 
American Teens, Aged 15 to 19 
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Chart 9. Homicides Committed by Youths, 
Aged 14 to 17 
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In principle, two competing explanations 
could account for the sharp rise in gun homicides 
over the 1985 to 1993 period, and the subsequent 
decline. The first explanation is that the rise in 
gun possession increased the lethality of 
confrontations among young people. The 
subsequent decline in homicides would similarly 
be directly attributable to the reduction in gun 
possession described in the previous section. 
This first explanation ascribes a causal role for 
guns. The second explanation focuses instead on 
teens' inclination or motivations toward 
violence. The suggestion here is that there was 
an increase, after the mid-1980s, in violent 
tendencies of teens, followed by a lessening in 
violent inclinations (and that guns were only the 
tool being used to express this violence).15 
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The data in Charts 8 and 9 appear to be 
more consistent with the first explanation. If the 
latter explanation were the predominant 
influence, i.e., if 1985 marked an increase in 
teen's inclination toward violence, we might 
expect to have observed an increase in both gun 
and non-gun homicide. In fact, non-gun 
homicide victimization among African American 

teens remained roughly constant through the 1980s and 1990s. The evidence is thus consistent 
with a prominent role of guns, suggesting that initiatives which successfully reduce the 
prevalence of guns among teens will also reduce mortality due to homicide. 

Turning from the focus on African American youth, to the state-level analysis of gun 
deaths for all children, provides additional insight into the role of guns in homicide of children. 
Guns play a minor role in the heinous crime of child murder. Of the 7,497 children under age 5 
were murdered between 1988 and 1997, only about 1 in 10 were killed with a gun.16 Thus, while 
gun homicides of young children are more common in states with higher levels of gun possession 
(as indicated by the Adult Gun Index), the overall homicide rate of young children is only slightly 
higher in the high-gun states. Furthermore, the non-gun homicide rate is similarly higher in the 
high-gun states. (See Table 3.) Together, these statistics suggest that gun access does not play a 
large role in the homicide of our nation's youngest victims. 

Guns appear to play a larger role in the homicide of 5- to 14-year-olds. For young 
children, both the gun homicide rate and overall homicide rate are positively correlated with the 

1 5 See Blumstein and Cork, op cit., for a discussion and further evidence. 
1 6 The percent of homicide victims killed with a gun increases from close to 0 percent for children less than 
1 year old to around 75 percent for older teenagers. (See: http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/homicide/ 
weapons.htm.) Perpetrators of homicide of young children are most commonly parents. (See 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/htius.pdf.) 



Adult Gun Index.17 As indicated in Table 3, rates of non-gun homicide are similar in high-gun 
states to those in low-gun states. However, gun homicides are twice as high in the high-gun 
states. As a consequence the overall homicide rate of 5- to 14-year-olds is considerably higher in 
the high-gun states. 

Table 3. Homicide Among Children and Youth, 1988-1997 
Rates of 

(per 100,000 
Homicide 
in Age Group) 

10 States with 10 States with Ratio of Rates in 
Highest Gun Lowest Gun High-Gun to Low-
Possession Possession Gun States 

Children Aged 0-4 
Gun Homicides 0.48 0.20 2.4 
Non-Gun Homicides 3.57 2.97 1.2 
All Homicides 4.05 3.17 1.3 

Children Aged 5-14 
Gun Homicides 1.05 0.52 2.0 
Non-Gun Homicides 0.53 0.47 1.1 
All Homicides 1.58 0.99 1.6 

Youth Aged 15-19 
Gun Homicides 13.70 10.39 1.3 
Non-Gun Homicides 2.44 2.61 0.9 
All Homicides 16.13 13.00 1.2 

Understanding the role of guns in the homicides of young people requires an analysis that 
focuses on the dynamics of gun carrying and violent interaction of young people. As discussed 
above, there is strong evidence to suggest that the proliferation of guns has had a major role in 
homicide deaths of the group of teens at highest risk of homicide victimization, African 
Americans. 

6. C O N C L U D I N G R E M A R K S 

The United States has an enormous private stock of firearms. A study of firearm 
ownership in 14 industrialized nations found that the rate of gun ownership in the US is over 3 
times as high as the rates of other countries averaged, and handgun ownership rates are 7 times as 
high as elsewhere.18 About one-third of the population owns, guns, and there is approximately 
one firearm for every person in the United States. The relatively high rates of gun ownership 
extend to houses with young children. Approximately 35 percent of children under 17—about 22 
million children—live in houses with guns.19 Twelve million of these children live in houses 

1 7 The correlation coefficients between the Adult Gun Index and homicide rates are 0.64 for gun homicides 
of 0- to 4-year-olds, 0.33 for all homicides of 0- to 4-year-olds. The coefficient for gun homicides is 
significant at the 0.01 level; the coefficient for non-gun homicides of 0- to 4-year-olds is not significant at 
the 0.01 level (consistent with our observations above that guns do not have a large role in homicides of the 
youngest children). Correlation coefficients are 0.44 for gun homicides of 5- to 14-year-olds, and 0.40 for 
all homicides of 5- to 14-year-olds. Both coefficients are significant at the 0.01 level. 
1 8 Data from Clarke, Stevens H., "Firearms and Violence: Interpreting the Connection," Popular 
Govemment, Winter 2000, and Killias, Martin, "International correlations between gun ownership and 
rates of homicide and suicide," Canadian Medical Association Journal, 1993. 
1 9 Mark A. Schuster, et al., "Firearm Storage Patterns in US Homes With Children," American Journal of 
Public Health, April 2000. 
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with handguns. Moreover, more than 8 million children live in houses with firearms stored 
unlocked, and 2.6 million children live in houses where guns are stored in a manner most 
accessible to children: unlocked and loaded or unlocked and unloaded with ammunition nearby. 

As documented in this report, the widespread presence of accessible guns presents a 
grave risk to American youth. In the decade between 1988 and 1997, 49,831 children aged 19 
and younger died from gunshot injuries. Guns are involved in two of the three leading categories 
of youth mortality—homicide and suicide (as guns are used in 85 percent of teen homicides and 
63 percent of teen suicides). 

Research of the sort presented in this report is greatly hampered by the lack of good data. 
Despite the fact that firearm injury is the second leading cause of death in the United States, 
mortality data on gun deaths is exceedingly sparse. For example, mortality data do not indicate 
whether a handgun or long gun was used in a firearm fatality.20 The current data system is not 
structured to gather information on the circumstances of firearm deaths. Moreover, there is no 
system in place to track the number of persons injured by firearms, estimated at over 60,000 
people per year. This dearth of information on gun injury stands in contrast to the existing 
national system that tracks motor vehicle fatalities, the Fatality Analysis Reporting System 
(FARS), a system which permits evaluation of safety interventions (such as child restraint laws). 
Many have credited the FARS system with helping reduce the number of motor vehicle fatalities. 
Modest funding for a similar system on firearm injuries would help inform policy and thereby 
help reduce the costs of gun violence in the United States. 

A large number of initiatives have been proposed or implemented designed to reduce 
youth access to firearms—including gun buyback programs, restrictions on handgun purchases, 
and trigger lock laws. The research presented in this report highlights the necessity of finding a 
long-term policy strategy that reduces youth gun access. 

2 0 Data from the FBI's supplementary homicide reports do indicate that 80 percent of gun homicides were 
committed with a handgun in 1998 (http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/homicide/weapons.txt). 
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APPENDIX. T H E A D U L T G U N INDEX 

The Adult Gun Index was calculated as a modified Cook's index.21 Cook's index is the 
unweighted average of the proportion of homicides and suicides committed with a gun in each 
state. The Adult Gun Index calculates this average for homicide and suicide victims age 20 and 
over from 1988-1997. Notice that this Index does not include young victims. Therefore there is 
no reason why the Index would automatically be correlated with the measures of gun-related 
mortality for youth studied in this paper. Also, it is important to note that the Adult Gun Index is 
related to the fraction of adult violent events (homicides and suicides) that involve guns, not the 
number of violent events. Thus a relatively high index does not mean that a state generally has 
more violent events—just that a greater proportion of those events involve guns. The table below 
lists the Adult Gun Index for each state. 

State Adult Gun Index State Adult Gun Index 

Hawaii .37 Michigan .63 

Massachusetts .40 Montana .63 

New Jersey .43 Maryland .63 

Rhode Island .44 Florida .64 

South Dakota .48 Oklahoma .64 

Delaware .48 Vermont .65 

Minnesota .52 Nevada .65 

New York .53 Kansas .65 

New Hampshire .54 Indiana .67 

Iowa .54 Arizona .67 

Connecticut .56 Idaho .67 

Illinois .56 Missouri .68 

North Dakota .56 South Carolina .69 

Colorado .57 Texas .69 

Washington .58 Virginia .69 

Maine .58 Wyoming .69 

Wisconsin .58 North Carolina .70 

Utah .58 Georgia .71 

New Mexico .59 Tennessee .72 

Pennsylvania .60 Kentucky .72 

Oregon .60 Arkansas .72 

Nebraska .60 West Virginia .73 

California .62 Mississippi .74 

Alaska .62 Alabama .74 

Ohio .62 Louisiana .75 

2 1 See Cook op. cit. 

12 


