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I write to you in my capacity as both President of the Police Foundation and the former Chief of 
Police of the Redlands, CA Police Department. The Police Foundation, established in 1970 by 
the Ford Foundation, is a non-partisan, non-constituency research organization. Our mission is to 
advance policing through innovation and scientific research. The Foundation is committed to 
disseminating science and evidence-based practices to the field. My written testimony reflects 
these principles and my personal experience after 33 years as a police officer during which time I 
witnessed countless acts of violence. I urge the passage of the Assault Weapons Ban Act of 2013 
and ask Congress to consider funding additional scientific research to help this country 
implement evidence-based approaches to reducing gun violence in our communities and schools. 
 
The most recent available data reveal this alarming picture of America’s experience with gun-
related violence: in 2011, of the 32,163 deaths from firearms, 19,766 were suicides and 11,101 
were homicides.1 Additionally, there were 467,321 non-fatal violent crimes committed with a 
firearm.2 These numbers all reflect the unique position of the United States in relation to other 
high-income nations: our homicide rate is 6.9 times higher than the combined homicide rate of 
22 other high-income countries.3 We all know that gun violence must be stemmed. The Police 
Foundation supports a comprehensive and holistic approach to preventing and reducing gun 
violence that includes:  
 

• Legislation that bans assault weapons, requires universal background checks for all 
firearm purchases and limits high capacity ammunition feeding devices to ten rounds; 

• Enhanced funding for research on the availability of firearms, the causes and prevention 
of gun violence and the connection between mental health and gun violence;  

• Specific funding to replicate the 1996 US DOJ, National Institute of Justice study Guns 
in America that provided a comprehensive view of guns in our society; 

• Increased funding to states for community-based mental health treatment; and, 
• Sustained funding and support of the Justice and Mental Health Collaboration Program 

Act, which allows for collaborative efforts between law enforcement, criminal justice and 
mental health professionals. 

 
Gun violence, especially violence that is mental health-related, is a complex social, cultural, 
health and safety issue. It is one that we do not know enough about. As the leader of a research 
organization that focuses on policing crime and disorder, I stress the need for scientific research 
and an evidence-based approach to understanding important societal issues. As a country, we 
                                                
1 Ibid. 
2 Bureau of Justice Statistics. Number of violent victimizations by weapons category. Generated using the NCVS 
Victimization Analysis Tool at www.bjs.gov. 29-Jan-13. 
3 Richardson EG, Hemenway D. Homicide, suicide, and unintentional firearm mortality: comparing the United 
States with other high-income countries, 2003. Journal of Trauma 2011; 70:238-243. 



need a robust and rigorous agenda on the causes of gun violence, effective, community-based 
prevention and intervention strategies and the link between mental illness and gun violence. 
Lifting the freeze on gun violence research at the Centers for Disease Control is heartening, and I 
hope Congress will support additional funding for interdisciplinary, scientific research and 
collaboration across government agencies, including the Department of Justice and the 
Department of Health and Human Services.  
 
Mental health-related gun violence has been brought to the fore with the shootings in Newtown, 
CT, Aurora, CO and Tucson, AZ. While these tragic incidents are statistically rare, when 
combined with the number of gun-related suicides each year, the necessity of addressing the 
mental health needs of individuals, and the availability of firearms in our communities, is 
paramount.  
 
We do not want to stigmatize individuals with mental illness nor solely focus the current 
dialogue on gun violence on the role of mental illness. The best available data on violence 
attributable to mental illness shows that 3-5% of violent acts are committed by individuals with 
mental illness4 and most of these acts do not involve guns.5 Yet, we cannot ignore the number of 
gun-involved suicides each year and the connection between mass shootings and mental illness. 
Increased scientific research across the fields of medicine, public health, criminal justice and law 
will help us understand how to prevent mental health-related gun violence. This requires both 
robust funding and time. 
 
As a former chief of police, I recognize that local law enforcement agencies require immediate 
strategies to prevent another incident of mass violence. Earlier this month, the Police Foundation 
convened a roundtable meeting of expert researchers and practitioners from the fields of law 
enforcement, mental health, public health, criminal justice and policy. The group discussed how 
available interdisciplinary research might be used to develop practical strategies for law 
enforcement that prevent mental health-related gun violence. Existing research establishes the 
difficulty in predicting a violent act,6 but the group committed to three strategies that law 
enforcement can adopt now. Based on innovative practices defined in the literature, the group 
proposed that law enforcement executives: 
 

• Create local partnerships with mental health service providers, school officials and 
appropriate community groups to develop a mental health crisis response capacity; 

• Advocate for increased mental health services in their communities. Law enforcement 
executives should convene local service providers and community members to assess 
local mental health services and community needs and increase community members’ 
knowledge of the exiting science on mental health and gun violence; 

                                                
4 Swanson JW: Mental disorder, substance abuse, and community violence: an epidemiological approach; in 
Violence and Mental Disorder. Edited by Monahan J, Steadman H. Chicago, University of Chicago Press,1994. 
Cited in Appelbaum, PS and JW Swanson. Gun laws and mental illness: How sensible are current restrictions? 
Psychiatric Services 2010, 61: 652-654. 
5 Monahan J, Steadman H, Silver E, et al: Rethinking Risk Assessment: The MacArthur 
Study of Mental Disorder and Violence. New York, Oxford University Press, 2001. Cited in Appelbaum, PS and JW 
Swanson. Gun laws and mental illness: How sensible are current restrictions? Psychiatric Services 2010, 61: 652-
654. 
6  



• Adopt specific policies and practices that reduce the availability of guns to people in 
mental health crisis, institutionalize mental health training for their officers and facilitate 
community-wide “mental health first aid” training for all community members. 

 
Clearly, more work needs to be done in this area so police departments can effectively 
operationalize these ideas. With additional Congressional support, strategies like these can be 
supported by legislation such as the Justice and Mental Health Collaboration Act or through an 
enhancement of programs at the Department of Justice and the Departments of Health and 
Human Services and Education. The JMHC Act has bipartisan support across the House of 
Representatives and Senate, and I ask that Congress sustain funding for these important ideas as 
part of a targeted approach to specifically reducing gun violence. 
 
Charting a path to respond to gun violence will not be easy, but I encourage Congress to rely on 
the police, community leaders and science to guide that path. The Police Foundation, along with 
law enforcement leaders across the country, support reducing the availability of assault weapons 
and high capacity ammunition feeding device as a first step to reducing gun violence. However, 
to effectively reduce gun violence, there must be more comprehensive action. Congress should 
prioritize funding to better understand guns in America, research on the causes and prevention of 
gun violence and the connection between mental illness and gun violence. It should also enhance 
the funding and availability of mental health services in communities, and support programs that 
increase local collaboration between law enforcement, criminal justice and mental health 
professionals. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of this written testimony. 
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Two months ago, Johns Hopkins University co-sponsored the National Summit on Multiple Casualty 

Shootings, in partnership with the Department of Justice, Office of Community Oriented Policing 

Services (COPS), and the Department of Homeland Security, Federal Law Enforcement Training Center 

(FLETC).  While much attention is being given to multiple casualty shootings, the nation’s public safety 

personnel are equally concerned about the violence and trauma resulting from gun-related acts of 

domestic violence, street crime, and suicide that occur every day.  These incidents devastating and disrupt 

neighborhood and community well-being.  

 

We can do more to tend to the public’s safety and provide people with a greater sense of peace and safety 

where they live, work, shop, and recreate.  We believe, and evidence supports, that much of the gun-

related violence and subsequent suffering that occurs in our nation’s homes, neighborhoods, small 

businesses, and schools can be prevented.  One of the most effective ways to prevent tragic events from 

occurring is to do more to control access to guns. 

     

In seeking new and better ways to prevent gun violence, the Division of Public Safety Leadership 

embraces the principles established by the National Law Enforcement Partnership to Prevent Gun 

Violence and with Mayors Against Illegal Guns.  These principles were embraced by the Ad Hoc 

Committee of the Maryland Chiefs of Police Association last week. They are: 

 

 The level of gun violence in the United States, specifically firearm-related injuries and deaths 

including homicides, suicides, and accidental shootings, is unacceptable and demands immediate 

attention. 

 

 The level and lethality of gun violence directed at police officers requires an organized and 

aggressive response from policy makers at the federal, state, and local levels. 

 

 Elected officials must close the gaps in the current regulatory system, including those that enable 

felons, minors, persons with mental illness, and other prohibited persons to access firearms, and 

those that allow the trafficking of illegal guns. 
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 Law enforcement plays a critical role in preventing gun violence and solving crime.  

 

 Effective strategies for the strict enforcement of laws concerning the illegal possession, 

trafficking, and criminal use of firearms are vital, and need to be supported by data, research, 

technology, training, and best practices. 

 

 Because the public’s health and safety depends on the efforts of law enforcement, agencies must 

have resources sufficient to prioritize the protection of officers and communities against illegal 

guns and firearm violence. 

 

 The crisis of gun violence in our nation necessitates a sustained, coordinated, and collaborative 

effort involving citizens, elected officials, law enforcement, and the entire criminal justice 

system. 

In response, we join the above cited organizations in calling upon the President of the United States and 

members of Congress to: 

1. Require background checks for all firearm purchasers. 

2. Improve background checks by ensuring that the National Instant Criminal Background Check 

System (NICS), which maintains records of those who are legally prohibited from purchasing 

guns, be complete and accurate. 

3. Ban new semi-automatic assault weapons. 

4. Limit high-capacity ammunition magazines to ten rounds. 

5. Oppose federal preemption of state laws governing the carrying of concealed weapons. 

In January, the Johns Hopkins University, School of Education, Division of Public Safety Leadership 

hosted the second national Summit on Campus Public Safety for the Department of Justice, Bureau of 

Justice Assistance and facilitated the meeting of the Maryland Chiefs of Police Association Ad Hoc 

Committee on Gun Violence. We have a legacy of scholarship and leadership in this area and welcome 

the opportunity to support all reasonable efforts to prevent gun violence.   

 

 

The Johns Hopkins University, School of Education, Division of Public Safety Leadership (DPSL) 

provides education, research, and technical assistance to the fields of law enforcement, fire/EMS, 

intelligence analysis, emergency management, public health, security, corrections, and the military.  

DPSL cultivates viable communities by developing and disseminating educational and technical 

assistance programs that foster the ethical, social, operational and intellectual development of 

professionals who serve public safety and related fields.  The Division provides graduate, undergraduate, 

certificate, and noncredit education designed to advance and sustain the well-being of people and their 

neighborhoods and communities. All students in PSL are active public safety practitioners. Over 1,000 

PSL graduates hold leadership positions nationwide in federal, state, and local agencies and play a 

significant role in shaping the future of American public safety.  PSL graduates currently serve as chiefs 

of police in Denver, San Antonio, Washington, D.C., and Prince George’s Counties in Maryland.  They 

also serve as senior executives in federal agencies, such as the U.S. Secret Service, U.S. Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, and Immigration and Customs Enforcement.    
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On January 14-15, 2013, more than twenty of the top researchers and gun policy experts gathered to 

participate in a Summit on Reducing Gun Violence in America at Johns Hopkins, and presented findings 

and analyses that were just published in a book.
1
  These leading scholars identified numerous weaknesses 

in current federal firearms policy which enable criminals, those with severe mental illness, perpetrators of 

domestic violence, and underage youth to obtain firearms.  These weaknesses in our firearms policies 

play an important role in explaining why the United States’ homicide rate is seven times higher than the 

average rate among other high-income countries.
2
 

 

A recent national survey we conducted found very broad support – among gun owners and non-gun-

owners and across political party affiliation – for laws prohibiting these and other high-risk groups from 

possessing firearms.  There was similarly broad support for measures to keep guns from these groups, 

 such as requiring background checks for all gun sales and stronger laws governing licensed gun dealers.
 3
  

Importantly, research shows that prohibiting high-risk groups from possessing firearms reduces violence 

and saves lives,
4,5

 especially if necessary records are available for law enforcement to deny prohibited 

individuals.
6
 

 

Opponents of stronger gun laws often claim that we simply need to do a better job of enforcing current 

gun laws. But current federal laws are written in ways that make it very difficult to hold firearm sellers, 

whether licensed dealers or private sellers, accountable if they sell firearms to criminals or traffickers.
7,8

  

Non-licensed sellers of firearms have no obligation to ensure that the prospective purchasers have passed 

a background check and can legally possess firearms.   

 

Such a policy is indefensible and is commonly exploited by criminals and traffickers. It is not surprising 

that nearly eighty percent of handguns used by offenders incarcerated in state prisons report that they 

acquired their handguns from non-licensed sellers – friends, family, and sellers in the underground 

market.
9
  Nor is it surprising that states that fail to regulate private handgun transactions export guns to 

criminals in states that do regulate private handgun sales.  If you follow the logic of arguments that 

requiring background checks for private gun sales is pointless because criminals won’t obey the law, then 

laws against drunk driving are pointless because drunks will always disobey those laws.  Just as drunk 



driving laws provide law enforcement with the tools to arrest individuals who break those laws and deter 

others from driving drunk, requiring background checks for all sales will provide law enforcement with 

the tools it needs to combat illegal gun trafficking and keep guns from prohibited individuals. 

Unfortunately, Congress has enacted several laws that shield scofflaw gun dealers from scrutiny, civil 

penalties, and criminal prosecution.  The 1986 Firearm owners Protection Act weakened penalties for gun 

sales violations, increased standards of proof for prosecutions and actions against licensed gun dealers, 

and limited ATF law compliance inspections.  The Protection of Lawful Commerce in Arms Act provided 

special immunity from lawsuits for negligent practices which enable criminals and other prohibited 

individuals to obtain guns.  The Tiahrt amendments provided further protections to licensed gun dealers 

who sell many guns that subsequently are recovered from criminals.
8 

 

There is a growing body of research that has consistently demonstrated that laws which increase gun 

seller accountability and increase the risk to those involved in illegal gun transactions significantly reduce 

the number of guns diverted for criminal use.  Whereas the federal Tiahrt amendments have been shown 

to increase the diversion of guns to criminals from suspect gun dealers,
10

 strong regulation and oversight 

of gun dealers reduces guns diverted to criminals,
11

 as does being vulnerable to lawsuits for making 

illegal sales.
12,13

  Research has also shown that regulation of private sales of handguns,
8  

mandatory 

reporting of loss or theft of firearms from private owners, and permit-to-purchase licensing for handguns 

reduces the diversion of guns to criminals.
9
  

 

By adopting many laws shown to be effective at that the state level, Congress could significantly reduce 

the availability of guns to dangerous individuals, which would translate into fewer lives lost, safer streets 

and homes, increased quality of life, and reduced government expenditures on health care, disability 

payments, criminal justice, and corrections. 
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