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SUBJECT:

House Bill 4005 on Firearm Safety Requirements

The Oregon Pediatric Society (OPS) is the state chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics.
Our members are committed to improving the health and well-being of all Oregon children. OPS
strongly supports House Bill 4005. My name is Dr. Ryan Hassan, and I am a pediatrician
practicing at Oregon Pediatrics in Happy Valley. I am writing to express my emphatic support
for legislation requiring gun-owners to safely store their guns. If passed, this legislation will
reduce the number of children injured or killed in Oregon each year.
A few years ago, I was working in a Pediatric Intensive Care Unit, when I admitted a 5-year-old
boy named Alex for a gun injury. Alex had found his father’s loaded gun on the kitchen counter,
picked it up, and shot himself in the head. For the month that I cared for him, he was mostly
comatose. He needed assistance breathing, so we had to place a tube down his throat
connected to a ventilator. A few days into his hospitalization, his heart could no longer
adequately pump blood to his lungs and body, so we had to cut into the jugular vein in his neck
and connect him to a machine that pumped his blood out of his heart and back to his body, in a
process called Extracorporeal Membrane Oxygenation (ECMO). At this point in his care he was
so covered in tubes and other medical devices that it was difficult to even see his small body in
the hospital bed underneath it all, and even more difficult to imagine him as the young boy in
the pictures around his bed who was playing soccer, hiking, and laughing with his family.
Scope of the Problem
Though it has been highly politicized, gun violence is a public health issue. Guns are now the
leading cause of fatal injury in the US, more common than motor vehicle collisions. Here are the
numbers:
•

In 2017 in the US, 486 people died of unintentional gun injuries, 23,854 people
committed suicide with a gun, and 14,542 people were intentionally killed by gun
injuries. About 10% of these deaths occur in children. Among US adolescents 15-19
years old, gun homicides are the second leading cause of death; gun suicides are
the third (1). For every child who dies by a gun, hundreds more are injured. Over
7000 children were hospitalized for gun injuries in 2009 (3). In 2010, 15,576 children
were treated for gun injures in US Emergency Departments, and 1,970 of them died
(1). Of those children who are hospitalized and live, about half will be discharged
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with a disability, as was the case for my patient, Alex, who went home after over a
month in the hospital, and required physical, speech, feeding, and psychological
therapies for months afterwards.
•

Oregon is no different from the rest of the country when it comes to gun violence. In
2017, 528 Oregonians died by firearms, and 83% of firearm deaths in Oregon are
suicides. From 2013-2016 in Oregon, guns were responsible for 62% of all
homicides, including 90% of all gang related homicides, 65% of all intimate partner
violence homicides, and 92% of homicide-suicides (39).

This appears to be a uniquely American problem. Forty-nine times as many young adults die by
guns in the US compared to other high-income countries. In fact, for every 10 children under
age 15 killed by guns globally, 9 live in the US (2). This is not a reflection of our rates of mental
illness, as gun interest groups try to claim. Other countries with similar rates of mental illness
and stricter gun laws have significantly lower rates of gun deaths than the US. This year, there
will be more than 35,000 people who die from gun injuries in the US, including about 3000
children. Today, 7 children will wake up ready for a normal day, and be shot and killed.
Financial Burden
Though the greatest cost of gun violence is measured in lives lost, it also poses a significant
financial burden. Gun violence costs Americans more than $730 million per year in hospital
costs, most of which comes from Medicaid and the self-paying poor (6). The medical cost of
treating gun injuries in children alone was over $330 million in 2010 (1). The cost of lost
productivity from gun violence is significantly higher. In 2000, the cost of lost productivity was
$16.6 billion for gun assaults and homicides, and $16.3 billion for self-inflicted gun injuries and
suicide (7).
Risks of Gun Ownership
Despite these stark statistics, many Americans insist on keeping guns in their home, often times
in the belief that doing so makes them safer. The evidence paints a different picture. Guns in
the home in urban areas are associated with three times the risk of homicide and five times the
risk of suicide (19, 20). Guns in the home are also 22 times more likely to be used in domestic
homicide, suicide, or an unintentional shooting than to be used in self-defense (8). Carrying a
gun during an assault increases the risk of being shot by 400% (21).
Perhaps the greatest risk of gun ownership is the risk of pediatric suicide. Multiple individuallevel and ecologic studies have found that adolescents’ risk for suicide increases as their access
to guns does (11-16), even for adolescents without prior psychiatric diagnoses. The risk for
suicide is even greater when guns are stored loaded (17, 18). We know that suicides in children
are often impulsive, and easy access to lethal weapons increases the risk: 90% of suicide
attempts with guns are completed, compared to less than 5% of suicide attempts using less
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lethal means, like medications or sharp objects (9, 10). Of the 107 Oregon youth who
committed suicide in 2017, 47% did so by firearm, and firearms are responsible for 54% of all
suicides in Oregon (38). The risk for unintentional injury and suicide in children is reduced by
73% when guns are kept locked, and by 70% when they are kept unloaded (28). Therefore, if
we reduce children’s access to guns, we can reduce their risk for death.
Gun Storage Practices
Unfortunately, many gun owners continue to underestimate the dangers guns pose, and do not
store their guns safely. Less than 50% of parents of kids 4-12 years old store their guns safely
(locked and unloaded) (25), and only 6% of parents of fifth graders store their guns safely (26).
A national random sample of gun-owning parents of kids under 18 found that 21.7% of parents
stored a gun loaded, 31.5% stored it unlocked, and 8.3% stored at least one gun unlocked and
loaded, as was the case for Alex’s family (27).
Parents may store their guns unsafely because they don’t think their children are likely to find
or touch them. They are wrong on both counts. Although 75% of parents think their children
would not touch a gun (25), this myth was shattered by the terrifying 2001 study, “Seeing is
Believing”, in which a majority of children handled a gun they found in a room, and 50% of
them pulled the trigger (23). This study was recreated and filmed as part of an ABC 20/20
special, “Young Guns”, that is viewable on YouTube, and is harrowing to watch. In a survey of
children under age 10 living with guns, 73% knew where their parents’ guns were kept, and
36% admitted to handling the weapons. Meanwhile, 39% of those children’s parents incorrectly
thought their children didn’t know where their gun was stored, and 22% incorrectly thought
their child had never handled their gun (22, 24). Clearly, we need to find ways to improve gun
storage practices.
Effects of Legislation
Epidemiologists have studied gun legislation directly, and found that it can be quite effective.
Stricter gun laws are significantly associated with reduced firearm related deaths on national
and state levels (29, 30), while laws that relax gun restrictions are associated with more gun
deaths (31). States with the strictest gun laws also have the lowest numbers of hospital visits
for gun injuries (30). Laws that specifically reduce children’s access to guns reduce deaths from
unintentional shootings by as much as 23% and suicides by as much as 8.3% (32-34). These
laws also lead families with preschool-aged children to store their guns more safely (35), and
reduce the number of students who report carrying a gun in the last 30 days (37). When we
regulate guns, our children are safer.
Bottom Line
When car crashes became a leading cause of death in the US, the automobile industry blamed
the crashes on drivers. When we found lead in our water and our children’s blood, industries
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that produced leaded gasoline and leaded paint attempted to squelch the data. When we
learned that tobacco causes lung cancer, the tobacco industry claimed smoking was safe. In
each of these cases, public health professionals and legislators found the courage to fight back
against corporate greed for the sake of our children, and passed seat belt and car seat laws,
removed lead from American products, and regulated the sale of tobacco, and, as a result, tens
of thousands of lives have been saved. Today we have an opportunity to find that same
courage, and pass legislation that will reduce the number of Oregon children dying from guns
each year; because even one dead child is too many.
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