Prevention of Firearm Deathsin Canadian Adolescents and Young Adults.
Magnitude and Nature of the Firearm Mortality problem in Canadian 15-24 year olds.

Gunshot wounds are one of the leading causes of degth in Canadian adolescents and young
adults. In 1991 there were 309 firearm deeths in 15-24 year olds in this country. To give you
perspective, this is compared to 202 cancer deaths and 197 deaths from unintentiona poisoning,
fdls, fires and drowning combined. Motor vehide accidents are the firs cause of death in 15-24
year olds, and suicide is second. Firearms are aleading method in completed suicides.

In Canada, suicides account for the mgority of firearm deeths in 1524 year olds, as well as the
generd population. For a more in depth description of the fiream mortdity problem in young
Canadians, see Firearm Deaths in Canadian Adolescents and Young Adults, Canadian Journal of
Public Health, Val. 85, No. 2.

Firearm Ownership Increases the Risk of Homicide, Suicide or Accidental Death in the
Home

Numerous scientificdly and ddidicdly vaid dudies have demondraied thet, far from being a
protection, a fireaem in the home increases dramaticdly the chance that someone in tha home
will die from a gunshot wound. All of these studies were published in highly respected medicd
journds and the articles were reviewed by other researchers prior to publication to ensure that the
Sudieswere ddidicaly vaid. Three are summarized below.



Dr. Soan & d, in the New England Journd of Medicine, compared homicide rates between
Vancowver and Sedtle dties tha ae dmilar geogrephicdly and demogrephicdly. Vancouver
hes dricter gun control laws than Sedttle. The sudy showed that rates of burglary, assault and
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Bill C-68 - Firearm Control L egidation - Bill C-68

Fireerm degths, particularly suicides, are a leading cause of death in Canadian adolescents. The
1995 gun contral legidation which was passed by the Parliament in June is presently in danger of
dying in the Semate  This lav would require regidration of dl firearms, ban semi-automatic
military wegpons and certains handguns. Presently the Senators are being dduged with letters
from those oposed to gun contral legidation. To express your support of this law, named Bill C-
68, please write to:

The Honourable Gerald A. Beaudoin, Chair, Sanding Senate Commitee on Legal and
Condtitutionals Affairs, Senate of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0A4, phone (613) 995-6128,
Fax (613) 943-0685.

robberies were smilar in the two dties The homicide rate in Seditle was much higher then the
rate in Vancowve and dl of the difference was due to a higher number of fire am homicides in
Sedtle  The authors conclude that, "virtudly al of this excess risk (of homicide) was explained
by a 4.8-fod-higher risk of bang murdered with a handgun in Seditle as compared to Vancouver.
Rates of homicide by means other than guns were not subgantidly different in the two sudy
communities’.

Dr. Brat, in the Journd of the American Medicd Asoddion, found that the avalability of a
firerm in the home increased the risk for suicide in adolescents. Thar condusions were, "The
avalability of guns in the home, indegpendent of firearms type or method of dorage, gppears to
increese the risk for suicide among adolescents'.

In an atide published in the New England Journd of Medicine Dr. S. Kdleman and Reay

demondrated that "for every sdf protection homicide involving a fireerm in the home, there were
13 accidentd desths, 46 caimind homicides and 37 suiddes involving fireems” In other



words, gun owners were 43 times more likdy to be kill with their fireerm in a domestic dispute, a
suicide atempt, or an accident than in saf protection.

Gun Control Legidation has been Shown to Save Lives.

It has been wel documented that gun control measures are effective in reducing degths.

A dudy commissoned by the Canadian Depatment of Judice looked a the suicide rate in
Canada following the 1978 federd gun control legidation. They showed a Sgnificant dedline in
the suicide raes for al age groups except the over 40 year olds. In the younger age groups, the
rae of suiddes committed with fireems declined, and suicides with other methods did not
increase to compensate, o the total sucide rate declined as well.

In a sudy published in the Canadian Medicd Association Journd, Dr. M. Killias sudied netiond
rates of homicide and suicide in Canada, European countries, and the United States. He showed
that the rates of homidde and suicide in gened were higher in countries with higher raes of
home ownership of guns. These higher rates were due to increeses in the raies of firearm
icides and homicides. In countries with low rates of gun ownership, there were no increases in
uicides and homicides using other methods to compensate for the lower number of gun deeths.

Dr. Loftin, in a sudy in the New England Journd of Medicine destribed the result of a law
pasxd in the Didrict of Columbia in 1976 which banned handguns and required regidration of
long guns. Firearm homicide and firearm suicide rates abruptly dropped by about 25%. The rates
of homicide and suicide by other methods did not increase, so there was an overdl drop in deaths.
The adjacent metropalitan aeas of Maryland and Virginia which had no such laws enacted did
not show any changes in ther homicide and suicide rates which indicates that the drop in gun
desthsin DC was dueto the new law.

Y oung People and Firearms - L ethal Combination.

Maty of the deveopmentd characteridics of adolescence creste specid risk for young people
when thereis afire am available to them. Some of these are summarized b ow:

- ldentity issues and peer pressure - the desire to be respected and to impress others may cause
youthsto use fireermsin an unauthorized and risky way.

- Impulgvity: lack of experience and sdf control puts youths a risk for injury to themsdves and
others.

- Independence and autonomy - teenagers want to chdlenge parenta rules and edtablish own
"adult” behaviours.

- Subgtance abuss Many youths are experimenting with or usng acohol and other drugs in an
irreponsble way. A high proportion of suicide and homicide victims are found to have high
blood levels of dcohal.



- Increesng intdlectud abilities and resourcefulness - Teenagers and young adults have the
ability to bypass parentd safeguards on fireams dored in the home, and are thus a higher risk

than younger shlings.

Young people seem to be more likdy to bendfit from gun control measures, reduce the
avalability of fireems. In the Canadian Dept of Judice sudy mentioned earlier, the younger age
groups were particularly affected by the 1978 gun control legidation.

In a New England Journd of Medicine study comparing slucide rates between Vancouver and
Sedttle, Dr. Soan et d found tha there was a large difference in the suicide rates of 15-24 olds
between the two dties The suicide rate in Seditle youths was higher than Vancouver's, and the
increesed suicides in Seditle were due to a much higher number of fiream suicides. The authors
date "Pearsons 15 to 24 year old had a higher suicide rate in King County (Seeitle) than in the
Vancower aea. Virtudly dl the difference was due to an dmost 10-fold-higher rate of suicide

by handgunsin King County."

Suicide in young people is often an impulsve act committed under the influence of dcohal or
other subgtances. It is oftentimes not the result of chronic severe mentd illness or long-time
premeditated plan. If a highly lethd method is avalable, an atempt is more likdy to succeed. If a
lethd method is not avalable, ether a less lethd one will be used or the sudde atempt may not
be made Every day young people are admitted to the hospitd with overdoses from suicide
atempts. Mogt of these will recover and be offered counsdling and other kinds of assgtance.
Mog fireerm suicide atempters succeed in killing themsdves and ae never even sen in a

hospitd.
Recommendations.

-Regigraion of dl fireams The Canadian experience with regidration and redriction of
handguns has resulted in handguns being used in a much smdler percentage of the homicides and
uicides committed in this country, as compared to the experience in the United States, where
hendguns are the leading firearms used. At present long guns (rifles and shotguns) are used in the
mgority of Canadian homicides and suicides A sydem of regidraion will encourage more
responsble use and storage of these presently unrestricted wegpons.

A recent sudy showed that in one hdf of households owning guns the guns hed nat been used in
the preceding year. These households might reconsder the need for that gun if regidration were
required.

At present there are only etimates of the numbers and types of fireams in Canada. A regidration
sysem would provide hedth officds with a nationd database which is essentid for the purpose
of researching methods of preventing fireearm degths.

-Ban chegp handguns. Handguns are particularly likely to be used in an impulsve manner, due to
ther amdl sze and ease of use Handguns which do not meet criteria for competitive shooting
should not be dlowed.



-Strengthen stlandards for sorage of wegpons. While a determined adolescent or young adult can
overcome admogt any obdtade to obtan a fireerm, the younger age groups ae more essly
deterred by safe dorage methods. Studies have shown tha the most common scenario for
accidenta shooting in children isthe presence of an unlocked and loaded firearm.

-Teach gun owners the risks that a gun in the home presants. Indude developmentd educetion in
wegpons traning programs for gun owners with children and adolescents in the home. They
should know the risks to their children and teenagers and how to minimize these risks.

Katherine A. Leonard, MD, FRCP(C), FAAP, Medical Director, Teen Clinic, North York General
Hospital, North York, Ontario.



