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vforeword

to better understand regional issues and perspectives about gun crime and 
violence, the Police Executive Research Forum, with support from the Joyce Foun-
dation, held four regional summits and surveyed law enforcement leaders on gun 
violence reduction strategies. The summits were held in Minneapolis, MN; Portland, 
OR; Las Vegas, NV; and Milwaukee, WI in 2013 and 2014. The survey of PERF’s mem-
ber police executives from around the nation was conducted from December 2014 
to February 2015.

Throughout the four summits, one message came through especially clearly: We 
must find a way to “de-politicize” gun crime issues and generate a national conver-
sation about gun crime as a public health issue, not an issue of violating anyone’s 
Second Amendment rights.

Some of the information offered by the summit participants is shocking — such 
as a neighborhood in Milwaukee where residents were not even calling police to 
report hearing shots fired 86 percent of the time, because it was such a common 
occurrence. Even more frustrating, as Milwaukee Police Chief Edward Flynn noted, 
misdemeanor gun crimes in Wisconsin never result in an individual being prohib-
ited from buying or owning a gun. So even a criminal with 20 or more misdemeanor 
firearms convictions could legally purchase and own a gun in Wisconsin.

Some of the information is illuminating, such as the Minneapolis Police Depart-
ment’s successful efforts, recounted by former Chief Tim Dolan, to reduce bank 
robberies and street robberies by deploying surveillance cameras and gunshot 
detection technology in downtown areas.

The discussions also provided hope by demonstrating that criminal justice pro-
fessionals, working with elected officials, can bring about reasonable changes in gun 
laws that do reduce gun crime in their jurisdictions.

All of the presentations and conversations were of value — helping us clarify 
what works, what could work, and what legislators, elected officials, criminal justice 
professionals, and community leaders can do to reduce gun crimes, make neighbor-
hoods and regions safer, and provide opportunity and hope to the next generation 
of community members.

Chuck Wexler is Executive Director of the Police Executive Research Forum.

Foreword
By Chuck Wexler
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1executive summary

Police chiefs have a front-row perspective on the toll that gun violence takes on 
our communities, and they have decades of experience with policies and strategies 
for reducing gun crime. Law enforcement voices are critical to the national debate 
over how we address the more than 30,000 people who are killed each year by 
firearms.1

With support from the Joyce Foundation, the Police Executive Research Forum 
(PERF) — a Washington, DC-based research organization — conducted a research 
project to obtain information about gun violence strategies from law enforcement 
leaders across the U.S.

PERF convened four regional summits (in Minneapolis; Portland, OR; Las Vegas; 
and Milwaukee) in which nearly 200 police chiefs, sheriffs, prosecutors, mayors, 
researchers, public health professionals, and government officials provided their 
perspective on strategies for reducing gun crimes. PERF also conducted a national 
survey of police leaders from more than 250 agencies in early 2015 to assess support 
for some of the ideas discussed in the summits. The following summarizes our find-
ings and recommendations. 

Key Findings and Recommendations

1. Universal Background Checks

FindinG: There is overwhelming support among police executives for universal 
background checks.

ReCommendation: Police chiefs, elected officials, and community leaders should work 
with their state and local governments to require universal background checks for firearms 
sales.

Many police officials at the PERF regional summits said that one of the largest 
obstacles to reducing gun violence is the easy availability of firearms to gang mem-
bers and criminal offenders. “The gangsters that we deal with, it’s so easy for them 
to get a gun,” said Ken Duilio of the Portland Police Bureau. “They can make a phone 
call or send a text message, and in 30 minutes will have an illegal gun.”

Police officials said that one reason criminal offenders can obtain guns easily is 
that there are large holes in the national system for conducting criminal background 
checks on gun purchasers. Gun sales by persons other than federally-licensed gun 

1. G. Wintemute. “The Epidemiology of Firearm Violence in the Twenty-First Century United States,” The Annual Review of Public 
Health 38 (2014). http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-031914-122535
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dealers do not require a background check under federal law. This allows guns to 
pass easily from the legal to the secondary market where they can be acquired by 
prohibited persons.

For example, Chicago Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy, who spent most of 
his early career in the New York City Police Department, said he believes New York 
City has less gun crime than Chicago because New York State has stricter state laws 
than those in Illinois, including a requirement for universal background checks. 

Chicago Police Superintendent McCarthy said,
In 2012, the Chicago Police Department recovered more than twice as many guns 

as the Los Angeles Police Department, and seven times as many guns as the new York 
City Police Department. But because of the weak gun laws in Illinois, no matter how 
many guns the police take off the streets, there continues to be a ready supply of illegal 
guns for criminal offenders in Chicago.

“There is a slow-motion mass murder of our young people, and it’s 
done with high-quality, high-capacity firearms, often purchased 
privately without any background checks.”
— Milwaukee Police Chief Edward Flynn 

“The system for regulating guns is broken. Gun advocates have 
intentionally broken it.”
— Former Minneapolis Police Chief tim Dolan

These comments, and similar ones by other police chiefs and mayors at the PERF 
summits, are not merely anecdotal. In 2013, following the shooting of 20 young chil-
dren and six adults at the Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut, 
PERF asked its member police chiefs and sheriffs whether they support legislation 
to require background checks for all gun sales, and 95 percent of the responding law 
enforcement officials said they do support such legislation.2

However, police chiefs and mayors at the PERF summits expressed frustration 
that Congress did not enact universal background checks or other elements of Pres-
ident Obama’s gun violence reduction plan following the Sandy Hook shootings, and 
said that state legislatures and local governments may offer greater opportunities 
for stricter laws on background checks and other issues.

Seventeen states and the District of Columbia have extended background check 
requirements beyond federal law to various degrees — for example, by requiring 
background checks for all gun sales at gun shows, or requiring background checks 
for all transfers of handguns or of all firearms.3

thus, participants at the PErF summits generally see state and local govern-
ments as offering better opportunities for action on background checks and other 
gun policy reforms. 

2. “PERF Members Express Support for Key Elements of Obama Gun Violence Plan.” Subject to Debate, a Police Executive Research 
Forum newsletter. January-February 2013. http://www.policeforum.org/assets/docs/Subject_to_Debate/Debate2013/
debate_2013_janfeb.pdf

3. “Universal Background Checks and the Private Sale Loophole Policy Summary.” Summary of State Law. http://smartgunlaws.org/
universal-gun-background-checks-policy-summary/#state

http://www.policeforum.org/assets/docs/Subject_to_Debate/Debate2013/debate_2013_janfeb.pdf
http://www.policeforum.org/assets/docs/Subject_to_Debate/Debate2013/debate_2013_janfeb.pdf
http://smartgunlaws.org/universal-gun-background-checks-policy-summary/%23state
http://smartgunlaws.org/universal-gun-background-checks-policy-summary/%23state
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2. Strategies to Keep Guns from High-Risk People

FindinG: There was broad support at the PERF summits, and in the survey of police 
executives conducted for this project, for temporary prohibitions on gun ownership by 
persons who are in crisis due to a serious mental illness or who have a history of violence.

ReCommendation: Police chiefs, elected officials, and community leaders should call 
on state and local legislators to approve measures to remove firearms from persons with 
documented histories of dangerous mental illness, domestic violence, or violent crimes.

The national survey of law enforcement executives produced the following findings:

•	 Gun Violence restraining Orders: 81 percent of police executives surveyed said 
they would support laws creating a civil restraining order process, in which pri-
vate citizens or law enforcement officials could petition courts to request that 
firearms be temporarily removed from a family member or intimate partner who 
poses a credible risk of harm to himself or herself, or to others. In addition, the 
restraining order would prohibit new purchases of firearms by that person for the 
length of the restraining order. 

•	 Dangerous mental illness: 96 percent of survey respondents said they support 
legislation to temporarily ban firearms purchases or possession by persons who 
have had a short-term involuntary hospitalization, with a clinical finding of being 
a danger to oneself or others. 

•	 Violent misdemeanors: 92 percent of survey respondents support temporarily 
barring gun ownership from persons convicted of a violent misdemeanor, such as 
one involving the use of a deadly weapon, the use of force, the threat of force, or 
stalking. (Federal law already bans gun possession by persons convicted of felo-
ny-level crimes.) 

•	 restraining orders for domestic violence: 94 percent of responding police 
executives support a temporary ban on firearms ownership for a person under a 
temporary restraining order for domestic violence. (The prohibition would be for 
the length of time of the restraining order.)

Speaking at a PERF summit, Sherwood, OR Police Chief Jeff Groth said that 
homicides and suicides often result from situations involving domestic violence 
and/or mental illness. “Because of the circumstances people find themselves in, 
they lose their temper, there is a gun present, and suddenly we have a shooting,” he 
said.

The first Gun Violence Restraining Order law was enacted in California in 2014, 
“after police near Santa Barbara said they were unable to confiscate weapons from 
a man who later went on a rampage and killed six people, despite concern from his 
family that he was in poor mental health and might become violent,” according to a 
news account of the measure.4

4. “California governor signs ‘gun violence restraining order’ law.” Reuters, Sept. 30, 2014. http://www.reuters.com/
article/2014/09/30/us-usa-california-gun-control-idUSKCN0HP2JD20140930

http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/09/30/us-usa-california-gun-control-idUSKCN0HP2JD20140930
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/09/30/us-usa-california-gun-control-idUSKCN0HP2JD20140930
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3. Police engagement with the Community and other agencies

FindinG: Police leaders said that gun violence is not a problem that the police can 
solve on their own. The community and other government agencies must be involved in a 
coordinated, multi-faceted approach. For example, police agencies increasingly are creating 
teams of officers and mental health workers to prevent violence by (or against) persons with 
mental illness.

ReCommendation: Police executives, elected officials, and community leaders should 
think of gun violence as an issue that is not exclusively a matter for police, and they should 
develop more comprehensive approaches to preventing situations that result in shootings.

Law enforcement leaders see better results when they work in partnership with 
members of the community. Several described efforts to shift officers from citywide 
special units to neighborhood-based beats, so that they can get to know community 
members and build relationships of trust. The goal is to build positive relationships 
so that community members will share information about gun violence and other 
crime in their neighborhood. 

Moreover, different neighborhoods often have different causes of violent crime. 
For example, in one area, crime may be a function of gang activity, while in another 
neighborhood, domestic violence may be a larger factor. Community policing 
strategies help to identify these differences and devise targeted prevention and 
intervention approaches. 

Community-wide initiatives also include preventing violence against people with 
mental illness, as well as preventing violence by mentally ill persons. Police execu-
tives noted that their officers often come into contact with individuals experiencing 
a mental health crisis. In some of these cases, mentally ill persons try to com-
mit “suicide by cop” — i.e., they threaten officers with a weapon in an attempt to 
force the officers to shoot them. In other cases, they simply behave erratically and 
dangerously — such as standing on a street corner and brandishing a knife — and are 
unable to respond coherently to officers’ commands.

The Portland Police Bureau created a Behavioral Health Unit, in which officers 
work with mental health workers to identify and help mentally ill persons who come 
into frequent contact with the police. Such “Crisis Intervention Teams” (CITs), made 
up of specially trained police officers and mental health workers, are a best practice 
in policing. CIT officers are trained to provide a more effective response than regu-
lar patrol officers when mentally ill persons are behaving in a threatening way, and 
the team members also become familiar with the mentally ill persons in the commu-
nity and help them to obtain treatment services. 

These types of initiatives require police to work with other agencies and com-
munity groups. Such efforts can have an important impact in reducing gun violence 
and suicides by mentally ill persons, as well as by persons with drug or alcohol 
addictions, developmental disabilities, or other conditions that may cause them to 
behave unpredictably.

Others at the PERF summits suggested considering whether a public health 
approach may help address local gun violence issues. For example, instead of 
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focusing solely on criminal justice responses, officials should emphasize the public 
health and medical costs of gun violence. “Dealing with gun violence after it occurs 
is too late, from the public health perspective,” said Milwaukee County District 
Attorney John Chisholm. “They’re in the emergency room already.”

4. technologies for Reducing Gun Violence

FindinG: ATF’s National Integrated Ballistic Information Network (NIBIN), used to its 
full capabilities, can help local police agencies link multiple crimes that were committed 
with the same gun, which often is helpful in identifying suspects and increasing the number 
of charges that can be made against repeat offenders. Police also report successes when 
they combine NIBIN with other technologies, such as eTrace, ATF’s Internet-based firearms 
tracing and analysis tool, which can track a recovered firearm from its manufacturer or 
importer to a wholesaler or retailer, and then to a purchaser.5 This system can help police 
develop investigative leads. Automated gunshot detection systems have also helped police 
to identify when and where guns have been fired, and identify potential footage from 
neighborhood security cameras. 

ReCommendation: Police executives, elected officials, and community leaders should 
support joint initiatives between their local police and federal agencies, including ATF, to 
identify repeat offenders and reduce gun crime. Local police also should take advantage 
of new technologies in policing that have proved effective in reducing gun violence and 
apprehending offenders.

Participants stressed the benefits of collaborative law enforcement strategies based 
on data. Gun Crime Intelligence Centers in Denver, Chicago, and Milwaukee enable 
ATF and local police to process ballistic evidence quickly and comprehensively in 
order to identify suspects and build cases. For example, shell casings recovered at 
nonviolent crime scenes are given the same high priority for ballistics analysis as 
casings recovered at serious violent crime scenes, because evidence from any of the 
cases might prove critical to linking cases and identifying a suspect. If an offender 
uses a gun to commit an act of vandalism, for example, the shell casing from the 
vandalism might be the one that links him to other, more serious crimes, if a secu-
rity camera happens to record the offender’s image at the scene of the vandalism.

This type of ballistics analysis, conducted through the ATF’s National Integrated 
Ballistic Information Network (NIBIN), can be extremely effective in identifying sus-
pects, particularly if it can be conducted quickly. Milwaukee Police Chief Ed Flynn 
said that since the Milwaukee Police Department began using NIBIN in 2013, it has 
entered 1,600 shell casings into the system, and the results helped the department 
to link more than 360 incidents and develop 160 cases. 

Information from NIBIN and gun traces can be shared across agencies to identify 
sources of crime guns, trafficking patterns and repeat offenders. For example, NIBIN 
information from multiple jurisdictions can be used to link a shooter to multiple 
shootings, and prosecutors can use that data as evidence to strengthen prosecu-
tions and trial presentations, and increase the charges and sentences sought for 

5. https://www.atf.gov/resource-center/pr/etrace-internet-based-firearms-tracing-and-analysis.

https://www.atf.gov/resource-center/pr/etrace-internet-based-firearms-tracing-and-analysis
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defendants, by providing additional evidence regarding the offender’s likely involve-
ment in other crimes.

Police officials said that a number of police technologies have implications for 
reducing gun violence, and they are most effective when they are used together. For 
example, Chief Flynn said that a gunshot detection system installed in a 3-square-
mile area of Milwaukee revealed that 86 percent of gunfire incidents were never 
reported to the police; because gunfire was considered so commonplace, people 
didn’t bother to call the police. The gunshot detection system helped police identify 
a house that was being used to sell guns illegally, because customers were stepping 
outside to test-fire the guns. 

“We made several arrests and seized several firearms, and entered 
the casings we recovered there into nIBIn, and 28 percent of those 
[firearms] had been used in two or more offenses. The number of 
firearm incidents in that area was reduced by 42 percent in one year. 
Now that’s significant.”
— Milwaukee Police Chief Edward Flynn

In Minneapolis, former Police Chief Tim Dolan said the Police Department 
coordinated its gunshot detection technology with its neighborhood security cam-
eras, so that the cameras automatically pan toward the direction of gunfire. This 
increases the likelihood that offenders’ images will be captured on video following a 
crime involving a gunshot.

Conclusion

Effective policing strategies are critical to addressing our nation’s high number of 
gun crimes, yet police chiefs and other local officials have lost faith in the ability of 
the federal government to act. Law enforcement leaders overwhelmingly agree that 
they need stronger gun policies to keep guns from dangerous persons, starting with 
background checks on all gun sales. They also agree with the need to temporarily 
remove firearms from high-risk individuals, and they are turning to state and local 
elected officials for action.

Beyond policy reform, they are also testing local and regional approaches that 
offer promise to law enforcement agencies across the country to reduce gun vio-
lence, including enhanced community engagement and better use of technology, 
and summits like the ones used in this study may be an important way to share 
these approaches. As states and municipalities consider new policies and distribu-
tion of resources, this compilation of voices of people working on the front line to 
stop gun violence can greatly inform the debate.
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Gun Violence Statistics 

Every day, people throughout the United States feel the impact of gun violence. In 2013,6 there were 8,454 
homicides by firearms in the United States, which accounted for 60 percent of all homicides that year.7 
But the most common cause of death from firearm violence was suicide, which made up 64 percent of all 
firearm deaths.8

The United States has had a number of mass shootings take place in the last 30 years, and a recent FBI 
study of those incidents between 2000 and 2013 indicated that they are on the rise in the U.S.9 The results 
of this violence are tragic and receive a good deal of news media attention, but fewer than 1 percent of the 
gun murder victims recorded by the FBI in 2010 were killed in incidents with four or more victims.10 

In addition to the personal toll that gun violence takes on victims and their families, gun crime is a 
drain on the United States’ economy. Some estimates indicate that the total costs of gun violence – includ-
ing medical, criminal justice, and other costs – could be more than $100 billion per year.11 PERF’s analysis 
of the cost of gun violence, released in April 2012, found that even using the most conservative formula 
proposed by Cohen and Piquero (2009), gun violence cost the United States more than $57 billion in 
2010.12, 13, 14

the Police Executive research Forum (PErF) is a Washington, DC-based policing 
research organization and national membership association of chief executives of 
state and local law enforcement agencies in the United States and around the world. 
For 38 years, PERF has brought together police leaders, local and federal officials, 
academics, and other experts at the national level to develop best policies and prac-
tices and explore policing issues. 

PERF operates the National Gun Violence Research Center (”the Center”), with 
support from The Joyce Foundation. Its mission is to produce and disseminate 

6. At the time of this writing, 2013 is the most recent year for which full national data is available.
7. U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation. Uniform Crime Report, 2013. Expanded Homicide Data Table 8 Accessed: 

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/offenses-known-to-law-enforcement/
expanded-homicide/expanded_homicide_data_table_8_murder_victims_by_weapon_2009-2013.xls 

8. G. Wintemute. “The Epidemiology of Firearm Violence in the Twenty-First Century United States,” The Annual Review of Public 
Health 38 (2014). http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-031914-122535

9. U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation. “A Study of Active Shooter Incidents in the United States Between 2000 
and 2013” 2014. http://www.documentcloud.org/documents/1304981-fbi-study-on-mass-shootings.html#document/p1

10. Eyder Peralta, “Most Gun Deaths Happen Outside of Mass Shootings,” national Public Radio, February 1, 2013. http://www.npr.org/
blogs/thetwo-way/2013/02/01/170872321/study-most-gun-deaths-happen-outside-of-mass-shootings

11. Cost calculated from Cohen, Cohen, Rust, Steen & Tidd. Willingness-To-Pay for Crime Control Programs. Criminology, Vol. 24, Issue 
1. 2004. http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2004.tb00514.x/abstract

12. Cohen, Mark A., and Alex R. Piquero, “New Evidence on the Monetary Value of Saving a High Risk Youth,” Journal of Quantitative 
Criminology, Vol. 25, No. 1, March 2009, pp. 25–49. See also Heaton, P., “Hidden in Plain Sight: What Cost-of-Crime Research Can 
Tell Us About Investing in Police.” Rand Corporation. (2010). Available online at: http://www.rand.org/pubs/occasional_papers/
OP279.html

13. Police Executive Research Forum. “Gun Violence in America: One Week, Six Cities, and the Implications,” (2012). http://policeforum.
org/library/crime/PERFPresentationonGunViolence.pdf

14. Mother Jones. “What Does Gun Violence Really Cost?” (2015) http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2015/04/true-cost-of-gun-
violence-in-america

introduction

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/offenses-known-to-law-enforcement/expanded-homicide/expanded_homicide_data_table_8_murder_victims_by_weapon_2009-2013.xls
http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/offenses-known-to-law-enforcement/expanded-homicide/expanded_homicide_data_table_8_murder_victims_by_weapon_2009-2013.xls
http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-031914-122535
http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2013/02/01/170872321/study-most-gun-deaths-happen-outside-of-mass-shootings
http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2013/02/01/170872321/study-most-gun-deaths-happen-outside-of-mass-shootings
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2004.tb00514.x/abstract
http://www.rand.org/pubs/occasional_papers/OP279.html
http://www.rand.org/pubs/occasional_papers/OP279.html
http://policeforum.org/library/crime/PERFPresentationonGunViolence.pdf
http://policeforum.org/library/crime/PERFPresentationonGunViolence.pdf
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2015/04/true-cost-of-gun-violence-in-america
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2015/04/true-cost-of-gun-violence-in-america
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research and policy guidance for local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies 
regarding the prevention and reduction of gun crime, as well as the police response 
to gun crimes that are committed.

The Joyce Foundation is a Chicago-based organization that supports public 
policy development in a number of areas, including education and the environment. 
The Foundation has supported research on gun violence prevention since 1993.

PERF convened four regional gun summits in 2013 and 2014 that provided an 
opportunity for police executives, researchers, public health professionals, and fed-
eral, state and local government officials to discuss the challenges they face as they 
work to reduce gun crime. The discussions at these summits reflected a growing 
recognition that gun violence has an impact on everyone and is not isolated to one 
block, one neighborhood, or one city. These meetings brought together stakehold-
ers who examined public policies and the most current gun crime research findings, 
identified areas where collaboration can take place and where resources can be 
shared, and discussed practical strategies for reducing gun crime. This report pro-
vides a comprehensive summary of the summits. 

15. The White House. “Now is the Time: The President’s Plan to Protect Our Children and Our Communities by Reducing Gun Violence.” 
January 16, 2013. http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/wh_now_is_the_time_full.pdf

16. Jennifer Steinhauer. “Senator Unveils Bill to Limit Semiautomatic Arms.” The new York Times, January 24, 2013. http://www.nytimes.
com/2013/01/25/us/politics/senator-unveils-bill-to-limit-semiautomatic-arms.html

17. Law Center to Prevent Gun Violence, Summary of Enacted Laws Since Newtown, Jan 22, 2015, http://smartgunlaws.org/summary-
of-enacted-laws-since-newtown/

national Policy debates

Recent efforts to enact federal laws to reduce gun crime and related violence while protecting the rights of 
legitimate gun owners have not been successful. President Obama’s 2013 attempt to advance national leg-
islation, outlined in his “Now Is the Time” report, followed the Sandy Hook Elementary School shootings in 
Newtown, Connecticut.15 The President called for closing loopholes in the national system for conducting 
background checks in order to determine whether gun purchasers have serious criminal records or other 
factors that disqualify them from purchasing firearms under existing federal law. He also called for a ban 
on military-style assault weapons and high-capacity firearm magazines.16 Despite widespread public sup-
port for those measures, the legislation failed in the Senate by a vote of 55–45 (60 votes were required to 
pass).

State and Local Initiatives 

Legislation at the state and local levels has attempted to address gun violence through a variety of meth-
ods, including universal background checks; restricting firearm purchases for at-risk populations; banning 
assault weapons and high-capacity magazines; developing new law enforcement strategies and policies; 
and implementing gun violence restraining orders. Results have been mixed. Since the Sandy Hook mass 
shooting, the states have enacted 242 new firearms laws. Of these, 99 strengthen gun laws, 88 weaken gun 
laws, and 55 were “minimal impact” laws.17

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/wh_now_is_the_time_full.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/25/us/politics/senator-unveils-bill-to-limit-semiautomatic-arms.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/25/us/politics/senator-unveils-bill-to-limit-semiautomatic-arms.html
http://smartgunlaws.org/summary-of-enacted-laws-since-newtown/
http://smartgunlaws.org/summary-of-enacted-laws-since-newtown/
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the Report in three Parts

Part 1 of this report provides an accounting of stakeholder agencies represented at 
each of the regional summits and descriptions of presentations by guest speakers. 
The sites were Minneapolis, MN; Portland, OR; Las Vegas, NV; and Milwaukee, WI. 
There is also a sidebar synopsis of the ATF’s presentation on its national Integrated 
Ballistic Information network (NIBIN) efforts to speed information exchange with 
local police agencies.

Part 2 is organized by topics, representing the subjects most often discussed at 
all four summits. Some speakers presented demographic overviews of their locales 
to make a point, some discussed lessons learned, and many spoke bluntly about 
what must be done to reduce gun crime. 

Part 3 provides the results of a PERF survey to gauge police leaders’ support for 
various gun violence reduction policies. More than 250 police executives responded 
to the survey and provided their views on a set of policy recommendations devel-
oped in 2013 by the Consortium for Risk-Based Firearms Policy, which includes the 
nation’s leading researchers, practitioners, and advocates in the fields of gun vio-
lence prevention and mental health.



PaRt 1

Regional Gun Violence Summits



11part 1. regional gun violence summits

PERF	worked	with	mayors	and	other	elected	officials,	law	enforcement	executives,	
researchers, prosecutors, public health experts, and others to organize and convene 
four regional gun summits. 

The summits were held in:

• Minneapolis, MN (January 2013)

• Portland, OR (February 2014)

• Las Vegas, NV (May 2014)

• Milwaukee, WI (September 2014)

These meetings brought together stakeholders to discuss public policies, current 
gun crime research findings, and practical strategies for reducing gun crime. PERF 
worked closely with the hosts and participants to develop a substantive agenda 
based on the specific issues and challenges facing the stakeholders in each region. 

The following table shows the percent of violent crimes committed with a fire-
arm, nationally and in each of the states where the meetings were hosted. 

2013 Percent of Violent Crimes Committed with a Firearm18

total # of 
Homicides

Percent of 
Homicides 
committed 
with a firearm

total # of 
Robberies

Percent of 
Robberies 
committed 
with a firearm

total # of 
aggravated 
assaults

Percent of 
aggravated 
assaults 
committed 
with a firearm

United States  12,253 69 percent  312,461 40 percent  659,363 22 percent

Minnesota  110 55 percent  3,674 31 percent  6,870 18 percent

Oregon  78 55 percent  2,215 19 percent  4,946 12 percent

Nevada  157 55 percent  5,170 36 percent  9,786 17 percent

Wisconsin  157 66 percent  4,811 49 percent  9,195 23 percent

Below are descriptions of each gun summit, with a summary of jurisdictions, 
participants, and keynote presenters. 

18. Data compiled from 2013 UCR Crime Report, FBI. Tables referenced: “Murder,” Table 20; “Robbery,” Table 21, and “Aggravated 
Assault,” Table 22. http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/violent-crime/
violent-crime-topic-page/violentcrimemain_final

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/violent-crime/violent-crime-topic-page/violentcrimemain_final
http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/violent-crime/violent-crime-topic-page/violentcrimemain_final
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minneaPoLiS, mn

2013 Regional Summit 
to Combat Gun Violence and Crime

“Every year since 2006, non-fatal shootings and gun recoveries 
have been on the rise. We continue to increase the number of guns 
we seize, yet we’re still having more and more shootings.”
— Minneapolis Police Chief Janeé Harteau ()

overview

Minneapolis hosted the first summit on January 10, 2013, and it provided 
the model for the three summits that followed. Participants included 
federal and local law enforcement executives from the ATF; the police 
departments of Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Chicago, St. Paul, Duluth (MN), 
and Chaska (MN); and the Ramsey County and Hennepin County Sher-
iffs’ Offices. U.S. Rep. Keith Ellison (D-MN); local legislators; mayors from several 
cities including Milwaukee, Minneapolis, and Kansas City (MO); and academics also 
participated. 

Chief Janeé Harteau of the Minneapolis Police Department presented gun 
violence statistics for the city. She noted that “in 2012, there were 179 non-fatal 
shootings and 41 homicides. Of the non-fatal shooting victims, 51 percent were 
between 1 and 24 years old, and 73 percent of the homicides were committed with 
a firearm. Additionally, the Minneapolis Police Department inventoried 658 guns as 
evidence in 2012, a 28-percent increase from the previous year.”

The summit keynote speakers included Dr. Mary Kay Balchunas, Chaplain of the 
Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin, who described her personal connection to gun 
violence. She spoke about her son, a Wisconsin Department of Justice Special Agent 
who was killed in the line of duty. From her unique perspective as a mother of an 
officer killed by gun violence and as the Chaplain of the Children’s Hospital of Wis-
consin, Dr. Balchunas conveyed how gun violence affects the families and friends of 
victims. 

Dr. Christopher Koper, co-director of the Center for Evidence-Based Crime 
Policy at George Mason University, made a presentation titled “Combating Illegal 
Guns on a Local Level with an Evidence-Based Approach.” He examined several 
successful strategies that local police departments use, including targeting per-
sons at high risk for committing gun violence, and hot spots policing. Dr. Koper said 
that proactive, multi-faceted strategies that target specific crimes, criminals, and 
places, along with partnerships with federal agencies, tend to be more successful 
than traditional responses. Problem-solving tactics (such as offering social services, 
nuisance abatement, and code enforcement initiatives) and targeted investigations 
also worked to reduce gun violence, he said. 

Dr. Daniel Webster, Director of the Center for Gun Policy Research at Johns 
Hopkins University, spoke on “Research to Advance Effective Gun Policies: 



13part 1. regional gun violence summits

Implications for Minnesota and Wisconsin.” He pointed to the evidence behind 
current prohibitions for possessing firearms (such as convictions for serious crimes 
or a history of mental illness) and said those conditions should be expanded to 
enhance public safety. He and other research colleagues found that in the 13 states 
with the lowest standards for legal gun ownership (which includes Wisconsin), only 
40 percent of individuals incarcerated for committing violent crimes with guns were 
legally prohibited from possessing the gun that they used to commit the crime. 
Further, nearly 30 percent of these offenders would not have been able to possess 
legal guns if their state had stricter firearm prohibitions in place. He also presented 
research indicating that raising standards for legal gun ownership led to reductions 
in violence. 

Dr. Webster next discussed policies designed to prevent diversions of guns to 
prohibited persons and the research evidence behind these policies. These policies 
include universal background check requirements, permit-to-purchase handgun 
laws, strong gun dealer regulation and oversight, undercover sting operations, 
lawsuits against gun dealers whose irresponsible actions endanger the public, man-
datory reporting of lost or stolen guns, and “junk gun” restrictions. Each of these 
policies was associated with lower levels of guns diverted to criminals in one or 
more studies. 

Webster provided specific suggestions for how police can build evidence for new 
gun policies. The suggestions included: 1) tracking the criminal histories and ages 
of gun offenders; 2) tracking penalties offenders receive for illegal gun possession; 
3) gathering and sharing information about federally licensed gun dealers who may 
be acting irresponsibly, through crime gun traces, surveillance, and debriefings; 
4) using eTrace to identify repeat purchasers of crime guns; and 5) investigating and 
documenting barriers to deterring illegal gun transfers. 

These issues were discussed at a panel discussion moderated by PERF Executive 
Director Chuck Wexler. Panel participants included Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett; 
Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak; Oregon, WI Police Chief and former President of the 
Wisconsin Chiefs of Police Association Doug Pettit; Chaska, MN Police Chief and 
IACP Firearms Committee Chair Scott Knight; and Captain Jason Smith of the Mil-
waukee Police Department Fusion Center.

Because this summit took place in the aftermath of the Sandy Hook Elementary 
School massacre in Newtown, CT in December 2012; the Accent Signage shooting 
in Minneapolis in September 2012; the Sikh Temple shooting in Oak Creek, WI in 
August 2012; and the Aurora, CO movie theater shooting in July 2012, participants 
focused on the causes of mass shootings and prevention strategies. Participants 
also discussed universal background checks; restrictions on data-sharing on gun 
purchasing and gun crime; legislation to expand restrictions on gun purchasing and 
possession by persons with mental illness; and effective policing strategies to com-
bat gun violence in urban areas. 
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PoRtLand, oR

2014 Regional Summit 
to Combat Gun Violence and Crime

“Gang violence and mental illness are at the heart of our gun 
violence problem. Unfortunately, there is a tragic intersection 
between mental illness and gun violence in our community.”
— Portland Police Bureau Chief Mike reese ()

overview

On February 18, 2014, PERF and the Portland Police Bureau co-hosted 
the Portland Regional Summit to Combat Gun Violence and Crime. There 
were 60 participants at the summit, representing jurisdictions in Oregon, 
Washington, Idaho, Nevada, and Minnesota, including the police depart-
ments in Portland, Seattle, Eugene, Spokane, Las Vegas, Boise, Yakima, 
and Salem. Participants included chiefs, sheriffs, other law enforcement execu-
tives and professionals, representatives from the Multnomah County (OR) District 
Attorney’s Office, the U.S. Attorney in Portland, state senators, and federal law 
enforcement representatives from the ATF and the FBI. 

Nationwide, over the decade ending in 2012, 60.5 percent of all deaths from 
firearms	violence	are	suicides,	not	homicides.	Over	the	past	30	years,	suicide	has	
exceeded	homicide	even	when	firearms	homicide	rates	were	at	their	highest.19 
In Oregon, suicides account for an even greater percentage of firearms violence; 
suicides with guns accounted for 83 percent of all firearm fatalities. Thirty seven 
percent of people who committed suicide with a firearm had previously been diag-
nosed with mental illness.20

This topic was discussed throughout the day, specifically the impact of gun avail-
ability on suicide rates and individuals experiencing a mental health crisis. 

Dr. Daniel Webster, Director of the Center for Gun Policy Research at Johns 
Hopkins University, addressed the summit and focused on how criminals obtain 
firearms (noting their reliance on private transfers, where background check and 
record-keeping requirements are generally lacking). He also described his new 
research indicating the harmful impact of Missouri’s repeal of its law that had 
required permits to purchase handguns and had required background checks prior 
to all handgun transfers. Following the repeal of this law, diversions of guns to 
criminals increased twofold and firearm homicide rates increased 25 percent. His 
research systematically ruled out alternative explanations by controlling for changes 
in such factors as policing levels, incarceration rates, poverty, unemployment, and 

19. G. Wintemute. “The Epidemiology of Firearm Violence in the Twenty-First Century United States,” The Annual Review of Public 
Health 38 (2014). http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-031914-122535

20. “Violent Deaths in Oregon: 2012, Suicide, Homicide, Undetermined, Legal Interventions, and Unintentional Firearm Deaths 
Investigated by Law Enforcement and Medical Examiners.” Oregon Health Authority. https://public.health.oregon.gov/
DiseasesConditions/InjuryFatalityData/Documents/NVDRS/Violent-Deaths-%20in-%20Oregon-%202012.pdf

http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-031914-122535
https://public.health.oregon.gov/DiseasesConditions/InjuryFatalityData/Documents/NVDRS/Violent-Deaths-%20in-%20Oregon-%202012.pdf
https://public.health.oregon.gov/DiseasesConditions/InjuryFatalityData/Documents/NVDRS/Violent-Deaths-%20in-%20Oregon-%202012.pdf
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new public policies. The change in law was associated with approximately 50 addi-
tional murders per year in the state. 

Josh Horwitz, Executive Director of the Coalition to Stop Gun Violence and a 
representative of the Consortium for Risk-Based Firearms Policy, gave a presentation 
on the findings and recommendations from the Consortium’s 2013 report, “Guns, 
Public Health, and Mental Illness: An Evidence-Based Approach for State Policy.” (A 
detailed overview of the Consortium’s recommendations is provided on pages 46-49 
of this report.)

The predominant issues at this summit were universal background checks and 
the role that mental illness plays in gun violence. Prior to the Portland summit, both 
the Oregon and Washington State legislatures had been debating implementing 
universal background checks for all gun sales. The summit was convened prior to the 
enactment of Initiative-594, a Washington State bill to close the gun show and pri-
vate purchase loophole, which enabled citizens to purchase a firearm from a private 
seller without undergoing a background check. In November 2014, 60 percent of 
Washington State voters passed Initiative-594, requiring that background checks be 
conducted for all firearms purchases within Washington State. Oregon’s legislature 
passed a similar measure in 2015.

LaS VeGaS, nV

2014 Regional Summit 
to Combat Gun Violence and Crime

“Our Firearms Section’s pledge to me was that they would recover one 
gun every single day, and I think we are almost there. So the guns are 
here, and by guns I mean the illegal guns and prohibited persons with 
firearms.”
— Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Deputy Chief al Salinas

overview

On May 15, 2014, PERF and the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department co-hosted 
the Las Vegas Regional Summit to Combat Gun Violence and Crime. There were 45 
participants representing jurisdictions in Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, Wisconsin, and 
California, including the police departments in Las Vegas, Tucson, Denver, Reno, 
Sparks (NV), and Grand Junction (CO). Participants included PERF board members 
and other police chiefs, sheriffs, and other police executives; representatives from 
the Pima County (AZ) District Attorney’s Office; academics; and leaders from ATF. 

Denver, Tucson, and Las Vegas police officials presented gun violence statistics 
in their jurisdictions and noted that gun violence is increasing, even though homi-
cide numbers were stable or declining. Dr. Shannon Frattaroli of the Johns Hopkins 
Center for Gun Policy Research, a member of the Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm 

continued on page 17
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atF’s niBin and “Real-time” Crime Gun intelligence Centers 

“Any law enforcement action that removes a shooter from the streets, 
we consider to be crime gun intelligence.”

– Jim needles, Firearms operation division Chief, 
atF denver Field division21 ()

The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF) is using the 
National Integrated Ballistic Information Network (NIBIN) in innovative ways 
to support and enhance gun crime investigations. 

NIBIN automates firearm ballistic information and stores it in the Inte-
grated Ballistic Information System (IBIS) database. Trained NIBIN technicians 
scan the images of bullet shell casings that are either recovered from test firing 
a crime gun in the lab, or that are recovered at a crime scene, into the NIBIN 
database. Technicians then search the database and compare the image of the 
newly recovered shell casing to the other casing images that are saved in the system. NIBIN searches yield 
a “hit,” or potential match, if images of other bullet casings with similar markings are found, indicating the 
bullets may have been fired from the same firearm. 

Linking shell casings from crime guns or different crime scenes can help provide additional leads to 
solve crime. NIBIN gives police agencies the ability to quickly connect multiple crimes that previously 
might not have been linked through traditional investigative leads. NIBIN also allows for intelligence and 
data-sharing across jurisdictional boundaries. Once police arrest a shooter who has been linked to multi-
ple shootings through NIBIN matches, prosecutors can use that data as evidence to strengthen prosecu-
tion strategies, trial presentation, and the charges and sentences sought, by providing additional evidence 
regarding the offender’s likely involvement in other shootings. 

Denver’s Crime Gun Intelligence Center

In 2012, the ATF partnered with the Denver Police Department to create the first Crime Gun Intelligence 
Center (CGIC). The stated purpose of the CGIC is to “produce actionable crime gun intelligence in a timely 
manner.” The ATF’s goal is to use ballistic intelligence to quickly target the small percentage of shooters in 
the community who are actively committing gun violence, and to identify the source of their crime guns. 

Based on the implementation of this effort and initial indicators of success, the CGIC model is being 
used in other major urban areas. PERF, thought the National Gun Violence Research Center, is evaluating 
the impacts of the Denver initiative and two of its replication efforts, in Chicago and Milwaukee. 

The key phases of this approach are highlighted below.

Phases to Implementing NIBIN Effectively

1. Comprehensive Collection of Evidence
2. Timeliness
3. Investigative Follow-up
4. Feedback Loop

The comprehensive collection of evidence involves collecting all shell casings recovered from all crime 
scenes and crime guns. According to ATF officials, this includes guns or shell casings recovered at scenes 
involving “‘celebratory’ gun fire to ‘stop-sign shootings’ to murder.” Importantly, evidence collection and 

21. At the time of the summits, Special Agent Jim Needles was at the ATF Denver Field Division. He is currently the 
Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the Chicago Field Division.
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data entry should not be prioritized based on the type of incident. Shell casings recovered at violent crime 
scenes should not take precedence over casings recovered from non-violent crime scenes, as these inci-
dents linked together may yield important details on the identity of the shooter. 

The second phase is timeliness. The first hours after a violent crime are critical for law enforcement. 
Rapid turnaround time is essential to solving cases and preventing future gun crime. The quicker the data 
can be generated and evaluated, the quicker police investigators can identify leads that result in arrests. 
Prior to the implementation of the CGIC model, there were lengthy turnaround times (sometimes over a 
year) for entering and receiving information on ballistic evidence. Ballistic evidence was largely being used 
as evidence for prosecuting a case, rather than solving it. By immediately entering the information and 
acting on instantaneous potential matches, additional investigative leads are provided in real-time.

The third phase is follow up. Analysts should provide this timely intelligence to investigators for imme-
diate follow up. Investigators should follow up on the preliminary NIBIN hits to identify links and shooters 
before the intelligence is outdated. 

The fourth phase is implementing a feedback loop. Everyone involved, from the officer who collected 
the shell casings to the NIBIN analysts and investigators, should know that they contributed to a success-
ful investigation, arrest, and/or case prosecution. This feedback lets everyone know that their work actually 
produces results and is important, which will encourage them to keep up their efforts.

Policy, presented findings and recommendations from the Consortium’s study, 
“Guns, Public Health, and Mental Illness: An Evidence-Based Approach for State 
Policy.” 

These recommendations focus on proposals to enact and enforce prohibi-
tions on gun possession by persons with serious mental illness and other at-risk 
individuals — including those convicted of a violent misdemeanor or domestic 
violence offense, substance abusers, and multiple DUI offenders. Dr. Frattaroli called 
on states to implement gun violence restraining orders that would allow family 
members to ask police to seize an at-risk individual’s gun, if the individual is consid-
ered a danger to himself or herself or to others.

Jim Needles, then-Chief of the Firearms Operations Division for the Denver 
Field office of the ATF,22 discussed “New Models of Crime Gun Investigations,” which 
described an ATF initiative to reduce gun violence by using the National Integrated 
Ballistic Information Network (NIBIN), the Integrated Ballistic Information System 
(IBIS) database, and eTrace systems. His presentation illustrated the usefulness of 
ballistic crime gun evidence and the importance of regionally sharing this data that 
targets violent firearms offenders. (See the detailed overview of the use of NIBIN to 
assist in linking suspects to gun crimes on page 16).

As noted in the violent crime table on page 11, Nevada is below the national aver-
age for the percentages of homicides, robberies, and aggravated assaults that are 
committed with a firearm. From 2009-2013 there were 12,040 guns recovered by the 
Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department.23

continued from page 15

22. Jim Needles is currently the ATF’s Assistant Special Agent in Charge in the Chicago Field Division.
23. Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department Crime data
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Summit participants said there is a need for universal background checks, cited 
challenges with gun shows and “straw purchasing” of firearms on behalf of persons 
who cannot legally purchase a gun, and crime gun identifying and tracing technolo-
gies. Topics also included the need for officers to receive crisis intervention training 
for situations involving persons with mental illness, and disseminating information 
on prohibited possessors and at-risk individuals to police officers on the street. 

miLWaUKee, Wi

2014 midwest interstate Coalition 
Gun Violence Reduction Summit

“Our statistics say that from 2008-2012, in Milwaukee, African-
Americans are seven and a half times more likely to be a victim of 
gun violence than whites.24 That is the tragic reality. We can’t ignore 
that.”
— Milwaukee Mayor tom Barrett

overview

On September 11, 2014, PERF, the Milwaukee Police Department, and the Milwau-
kee Mayor’s Office co-hosted the 2014 Midwest Interstate Coalition Gun Violence 
Reduction Summit. There were 55 participants from Wisconsin, Minnesota, and 
Illinois jurisdictions, including the police departments in Milwaukee, Minneapolis, 
Chicago, Madison, Racine, and St. Paul. Participants included chiefs, sheriffs, local 
prosecutors from Milwaukee and Hennepin County (MN), and representatives from 
the ATF, as well as the mayors from Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Oak Creek (WI), Racine, 
and suburban Milwaukee towns. 

Milwaukee Police Chief Ed Flynn, Chicago Superintendent Garry McCarthy, and 
Minneapolis Chief Janeé Harteau presented gun violence statistics from their cities 
and strategies that their departments are using to reduce gun violence. Chief Flynn 
noted, “We have had the highest percentage of firearm homicides since 2007; 93 
percent of our homicide victims have been killed with a firearm this year.” As shown 
in the table on page 11, Wisconsin is above the national average for the percentage of 
robberies and aggravated assaults committed with firearms. 

Superintendent McCarthy said that Chicago’s violence is directly linked to the 
prevalence of illegal guns in the city. In 2012, the Chicago Police Department recov-
ered more than twice as many guns as the Los Angeles Police Department and seven 
times as many guns as the New York Police Department.25

24. Milwaukee Police Department Crime data
25. Chicago Police Department, “Tracing the Guns: The Impact of Illegal Guns on Violence in Chicago.” City of Chicago—Office 

of the Mayor, 2014. http://www.cityofchicago.org/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2014/
May/05.27.14TracingGuns.pdf

http://www.cityofchicago.org/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%2520Room/Press%2520Releases/2014/May/05.27.14TracingGuns.pdf
http://www.cityofchicago.org/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%2520Room/Press%2520Releases/2014/May/05.27.14TracingGuns.pdf
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Each of the executives acknowledged 
that while using gun tracing technology and 
adjusting departmental strategy are import-
ant in reducing gun violence, working with 
their communities was an equally important 
element.

As in the Portland summit, Josh Horwitz, 
Executive Director of the Coalition to Stop 
Gun Violence and a representative of the 
Consortium for Risk-Based Firearms Pol-
icy, highlighted California’s Gun Violence 
Restraining Order (GVRO), approved by the 
legislature in 2014. The GVRO allows for a 
petitioner — a family member or law enforce-
ment official — to request a temporary 
restraining order that prohibits an at-risk 
individual’s possession of a firearm because the petitioner believes that person is a 
danger to himself or herself or to others. 

ATF Firearms Operations Chief Jim Needles discussed the benefits of using 
NIBIN, IBIS, and eTrace technologies as investigative tools when conducting crime 
gun investigations. Chief Flynn and Superintendent McCarthy said that partnering 
with the ATF and regional law enforcement agencies has helped their departments 
to develop leads and conduct more effective crime gun investigations. 

This summit included several city mayors. Mayor Steve Scaffidi of Oak Creek, 
WI detailed the Sikh Temple active shooter incident on August 5, 2012, in which the 
killer of six people had purchased the weapon legally.

Other mayors spoke of the need to pursue gun violence prevention legislation at 
the local level because of the lack of national leadership on these issues.

Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett, PERF Executive Director 
Chuck Wexler, and Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak



PaRt 2

Summary of Gun Summit discussions, 
by topic
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“We in this room know that the solution is not arresting more 
people. It’s about arresting the right people, and it’s about having 
significant laws that are going to back up and facilitate the 
reduction of gun violence. The question is — how do we get there?”
— Chicago Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy ()

as described in Part 1, the Police Executive research Forum (PErF), 
through its National Gun Violence Research Center, co-hosted four 
regional gun summits that provided a forum for stakeholders — law 
enforcement executives, researchers, public health experts, and elected 
officials — to discuss the challenges they face daily as they work to reduce 
gun crime. The summit participants offered different perspectives on the 
impact that gun violence has on everyone in their communities.

Criminal justice experts discussed an array of issues, including community and 
regional cooperation, data sharing, new technologies, background checks, access to 
guns, legislation, mental health issues, and suicides by firearm.

“We are a country that’s afraid to have conversations about difficult subjects,” 
said Oak Creek, WI Mayor Steve Scaffidi. “We run away from them because they 
make us uncomfortable. To see what happened in Sandy Hook upsets me to my core. 
We should all be doing something to make sure that never happens again. Elected 
officials have to be braver. We have to speak up on something that’s so important.”

discussion themes
Following is a summary of major points discussed by participants in the summits.

• The issue of gun violence needs to be reframed as a public health issue.

• Jurisdictions need a better way to address mental illness and prevent persons 
with behavioral health issues who are a danger to themselves or others from hav-
ing access to firearms (without stigmatizing all individuals who have mental and 
behavioral health challenges).

• There is often a link between gang activity and youth gun violence. Jurisdictions 
should develop programs to connect police officers with youths in these commu-
nities and develop relationships with grassroots advocacy groups.

• Gun policies, such as requiring universal background checks on all firearms 
transactions, combined with enforcement approaches such as monitoring gun 
shows and enforcing laws against straw purchases, are important to reducing 
illegal access to firearms and gun violence.
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• Regional approaches involving data-sharing and joint task forces, and the fusion 
of different technologies, are important strategies for reducing gun violence. 
There is a need to share data about offenders and eTrace and NIBIN data on 
crime guns, because violent gun crime crosses jurisdictional lines, especially in 
large metropolitan areas.

One theme was the importance of communication: sharing information about 
violent gun offenders and crime reduction strategies with neighboring communities, 
and providing more compelling messages to the public about gun violence.

discussion topic Summaries
In the pages that follow, we present the views of the police chiefs, elected officials, 
and other criminal justice experts who participated in the summits and whose ideas 
about strategies for reducing gun violence are based on years of experience.

Reframing the issue of Gun Violence as a Public Health issue

“This is not an attack on the Second Amendment; this is about 
preventing guns from getting into criminals’ hands.”
— Chicago Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy

When people discuss new legislation to prevent sales of guns to felons, they invari-
ably discuss it as a political problem. But people who deal with the consequences 
of gun violence daily — the people who participated in these summits — said that 
instead of discussing gun violence as a political problem, discussing it as a public 
health problem will more likely bring about changes in thinking and actions.

Milwaukee County District Attorney John Chisholm spoke to this point, say-
ing, “We know the data. We know the demographics. We know where our victims 
come from; we know where our offenders come from; and they are largely from the 
same demographic. The biggest challenge for police and prosecutors is addressing 
offenders before they commit the act. Dealing with gun violence after it occurs is 
too late from the public health perspective. They’re in the emergency 
room already.”

As Hillsboro, OR Police Chief Lee Dobrowolski () said: “We should try 
approaching gun violence from a public health perspective as opposed to 
the law enforcement perspective. We need an advocacy group that can 
engage the mental health community and other groups that understand 
that this is a serious public health issue, rather than a legal issue.”

Beaverton, OR Police Captain Jeff Williams said, “Law enforcement 
executives are the public safety advisors to our elected officials, whether 
it is a mayor, city council, or the state legislature. Many times, we come to 
them with a criminal justice message and a criminal justice solution about 
how to solve a crime problem. Over the last couple of years, it seems 
like the criminal justice message isn’t as appealing as the public health 
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message with our elected officials. We’re seeing that with some of our drug issues. If 
we only speak about making arrests and putting offenders in jail, it doesn’t resonate. 
If we can get good statistics on gun violence and talk about the cost to our commu-
nities, that could be a more effective way to appeal to our elected officials.”

Minneapolis Mayor Betsy Hodges said, “If people are not persuaded by the fact 
that young people are dying, they may be persuaded by the fact that this actually 
has an impact on your bottom line. the economics of our city would be far better 
if our high-crime neighborhoods were as safe as every other part of our city.”

Participants at the PERF Summits compared the gun violence issue to issues 
that have been successfully reframed, such as campaigns against drunk driving. And 
Chicago Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy, noting that public attitudes have 
changed about cigarette smoking, wondered if similar changes are possible regard-
ing gun violence. 

How to be most effective in reframing the issue of gun violence?
Experts said that one approach that works is to provide factual information, 

such as research indicating that a gun in the home is more likely to be used to kill 
or injure someone in a domestic homicide, suicide, or unintentional shooting than 
to be used in self-defense.26

Participants also recommended searching for information that everyone can 
agree on, and focusing on successes, not failures. For instance, according to the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics, the rate of gun homicides has dropped by a third since 
1993, while the number of nonfatal gun crimes has decreased by 69 percent.27

tools for officers to Prevent Violence  
By Persons with mental illness and other Risk Factors 

“Training officers on how to deal with the mentally ill will make 
everyone safer. It’s going to make our men and women in uniform 
safer, and it’s probably going to increase our awareness of people 
who may be at risk of hurting themselves or hurting community 
members.”
— reno, NV Police Chief Steve Pitts

Police executives from across the country noted that their officers often come into 
contact with individuals experiencing a mental health crisis, and they stressed the 
need to increase officer training on how to respond effectively to the immediate 
situation and also to intervene to help the mentally ill person. 

Police encounters with mentally ill persons occur so often that many police 
departments have special training and units designed to reduce the chances that 
police will need to use force, particularly when the mentally ill person is brandishing 

26. Hemenway, David. PhD. “Risks and Benefits of a Gun in the Home” American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine (2011). DOI: 
10.1177/1559827610396294. http://www.iansa.org/system/files/Risks percent20and percent20Benefits percent20of percent20a 
percent20Gun percent20in percent20the percent20Home percent202011.pdf

27. Michael Planty Ph.D., Jennifer Truman Ph.D., “Firearm Violence, 1993-2011.” U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
May 7, 2013. NCJ 241730. http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/fv9311pr.cfm

http://www.iansa.org/system/files/Risks%20and%20Benefits%20of%20a%20Gun%20in%20the%20Home%202011.pdf
http://www.iansa.org/system/files/Risks%20and%20Benefits%20of%20a%20Gun%20in%20the%20Home%202011.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/fv9311pr.cfm
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a weapon or otherwise behaving erratically and dangerously. The goal is to 
de-escalate the tensions in these encounters, calm the mentally ill person, “slow the 
encounter down” in order to provide time for additional officers and a supervisor 
to arrive at the scene, and avoid any actions that might cause the person to pose an 
immediate threat that must be stopped with police use of force.

The Portland, OR, Police Bureau created a Behavioral Health Unit in which offi-
cers work with mental health partners to identify and help mentally ill persons who 
come into frequent contact with the police.28 The Police Bureau has also recently 
signed a memorandum of understanding with local mental health service providers 
to partner on providing better services to individuals with behavioral health issues. 
“The aim,” said former Bureau Chief Mike Reese, “is to get them into appropriate 
treatment and care, and out of contact with the police and the criminal justice 
system.” 

Many sheriffs, who incarcerate individuals with mental health challenges, deal 
with these issues on a daily basis. In Washington County, OR, for example, the coun-
ty’s jail has a special pod for mentally ill inmates, and how to deal with 
persons with mental health issues is always a top issue for jails.

In Multnomah County, OR, District Attorney Rod Underhill () said 
his office has designated a specific prosecutor to handle cases involving 
persons with mental health issues, including all involuntary commitment 
hearings. Gun dispossession is an issue that comes up in some of these 
hearings, he said, so having a dedicated prosecutor helps his office to 
handle those cases effectively. Underhill also said that by having a dedi-
cated deputy DA to handle cases involving mental illness, his office is in 
a better position to work on local and statewide legislative issues in that 
area.

Suicide by firearm is another significant issue. Former Portland Police 
Bureau Chief Mike Reese noted that Oregon ranks ninth in suicide rates 
in the United States compared to other states,29 and Multnomah County 
and the city of Portland have experienced a doubling of attempted suicides over the 
last 10 years. “We have a very broken mental health system, and our police officers 
are at the front line of dealing with people who are severely mentally ill,” he said.

Gun suicides in some smaller cities are more prevalent than violent crime. As 
Sherwood, OR Police Department Captain Ty Hanlon said, “We see a high rate of 
suicides. It’s compounded by the mental illness issues that we see on a daily basis.”

Joshua Horwitz, Executive Director of the Educational Fund to Stop Gun Vio-
lence, noted that when discussions turn to mental illness and gun violence, the 
focus has been on how mental illness affects mass shootings. “However, the stron-
gest association between violence and mental illness is with suicide,” Horwitz said. 
“The challenge is to effectively and constitutionally create prohibitions of gun 
ownership that don’t increase stigma against those who are mentally ill, most of 
whom will never be violent to themselves or others. We definitely want people with 

28. Additional information about the Portland Police Bureau’s Behavior Health Unit is available at https://www.portlandoregon.gov/
police/62135 .

29. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “QuickStats: Age-Adjusted Suicide Rates by State — United States, 2012.” 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6345a10.htm

https://www.portlandoregon.gov/police/62135
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/police/62135
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6345a10.htm
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mental illness to get the treatment they need, and at the same time, we don’t want 
them to have access to firearms if in fact they are presently a danger to themselves 
or others. So do we prohibit those who are compliant with their treatment and med-
ications from buying firearms? We don’t want to raise stigma around the people who 
are seeking mental health treatment. The balanced approach is not to prohibit peo-
ple from possessing firearms based solely on a mental health diagnosis. Rather, the 
determinative factor should be whether a person is at an elevated risk of dangerous 
behavior.”

Gun Policy and access to Firearms

“The gangsters that we deal with, it’s so easy for them to get a gun. It 
surprises me. They can make a phone call or send a text message, and 
in 30 minutes will have an illegal gun.”
— Gang Enforcement Sergeant Ken Duilio, Portland Police Bureau

A major topic in the PERF Summits was the easy access to firearms by criminal 
offenders. Many of the participants said that despite advancements in crime gun 
investigations and gun tracing technology, police will not be able to solve the gun 
violence problem until there are stronger gun policies that increase penalties and 
reduce gun trafficking and the availability of firearms on the street. Sergeant Duilio 
of the Portland Police Bureau said that stricter punishment for juveniles and adults 
who buy or possess guns illegally will help police be more effective on the street.

retired Minneapolis Police Chief tim Dolan assessed the situation: “the 
system for regulating guns is broken,” he said. “Gun advocates have intention-
ally broken it. We are not the only country in the world that has social issues 
like dealing with citizens with mental health issues. But we are the only civilized 
country	that	encourages	people	to	bring	matches	to	very	flammable	situations.	
this is where we are broken. the atF is hamstrung, and our laws focus on keep-
ing guns on the street.”

“We need to muster the political will to reduce gun violence in our communities,” 
said Rep. Keith Ellison (D-MN). He called for the reinstatement of an assault weap-
ons ban; implementation of a comprehensive background check on all gun sales, 
including sales via the Internet and at gun shows; and limiting ammunition pur-
chases and the amount of ammunition that can be carried at a given time. He also 
called for prohibitions to prevent persons experiencing a mental health crisis from 
buying and carrying firearms. 

Chicago Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy, who began his career in the 
New York City Police Department, said that New York City has less gun crime 
than Chicago, because New York State has many gun laws that Illinois lacks, 
including an assault weapons ban; a high-capacity magazine ban; a requirement 
for universal background checks; and a three-year mandatory minimum sentence 
for	illegal	possession	of	a	loaded	firearm.	
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Sources of Crime Guns: 
Private Purchases, Gun Shows, and Straw Purchases

The challenges of illegal purchases of firearms at gun shows, private purchases of 
firearms, and “straw purchases” (gun purchases by persons who can legally purchase 
a weapon for themselves, but who do so on behalf of felons or other persons who 
are legally barred from firearms ownership) were mentioned frequently during the 
summits. Numerous participants said that felons, gang members, and others who 
are barred by law from owning firearms can easily obtain firearms without having 
to go through a background check. Another point was that felons are using social 
networks to solicit and obtain firearms that were purchased in states with lenient 
gun laws.

Monitoring Gun Shows. Tucson, AZ plainclothes officers monitor gun shows 
and often recognize individuals they see through the Police Department’s Gang 
Squad or Major Offenders Unit. “Anecdotally, we know that a lot of our major play-
ers frequent gun shows,” said Tucson Police Chief Roberto Villaseñor. “However, 
there are no statistics that we can point to and say, for example, that 40 percent of 
our violent crimes involve guns that were traced back to a purchase at a gun show, 
because those records just don’t exist, unless the guns are sold by federally-licensed 
firearms dealers.”

Gray Market. Guns used to commit crimes in the United States and cartel guns 
in Mexico come from what has been dubbed the “Gray Market.” In many states, no 
law prohibits a person from buying multiple firearms and reselling them. Bernard 
J. Zapor, retired ATF Special Agent in Charge of the Phoenix, AZ office, said that 
individuals could purchase 20, 50 or more firearms. Persons with felony conviction 
records that make them ineligible to legally purchase firearms pay someone to buy 
them. “When an individual buys mass quantities of firearms, it stands out as possi-
ble firearm trafficking, particularly if the purchaser is a young female,” Zapor said. 
“There have been cases where young women without criminal histories are paid or 
intimidated to make firearms purchases on behalf of the trafficker.”

Straw Purchases. Dane County, WI Sheriff Dave Mahoney said: “We need to 
severely penalize those who are engaged in straw purchases, and those who are 
facilitating the transfer of illegal guns on our streets among other criminals. There is 
not a Second Amendment right to own a firearm if you are a convicted felon. Period.” 

Private sales. Retired ATF Special Agent Zapor said that if the U.S. Congress 
were to pass a law requiring that all firearm sales be handled by a licensed dealer, 
it would sharply curtail crime gun trafficking. Under such a law, if a person wanted 
to make a private sale of firearms to another individual, the buyer and seller would 
be required to go to a licensed firearms dealer and pay the licensee a small fee to 
observe and document the transaction and maintain a disposition book with com-
plete records. The individual making the purchase would need to go through an 
NICS check. “If such a proposal were to take effect,” Zapor said, “the Gray Market 
would die.”

University of Chicago’s Underground Gun Market Study. Police agencies 
often find it difficult to trace the entire history of a gun recovered at a crime scene 
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or otherwise confiscated by officers. “The ATF has a great handle on the first retail 
sale of a firearm,” said Mark Jones, University of Chicago Crime Lab Law Enforce-
ment Advisor and PERF consultant. “They also have a great handle on what happens 
when guns are recovered by police. The mystery for all of us is what happens in 
between.” The University of Chicago Crime Lab is conducting a five-city study of 
underground gun markets.

Based on jail interviews of detainees with histories of illegal gun possession and 
use, the Crime Lab has learned that the “old” model of straw purchasing — in which 
a girlfriend or other friend of a felon buys weapons on behalf of the felon — is being 
eclipsed by newer patterns. “What people are doing now is getting guns through 
their social networks,” Jones said. He noted that Indiana has comparatively lax gun 
laws, while Illinois has a firearms owner ID card system that makes it more difficult 
to buy large quantities of guns without attracting attention from the police. “We 
need to have universal background checks in this country, because it would shut 
off the Gray Market almost immediately if all transactions had some sort of official 
scrutiny,” Jones said.

a Call for Universal Background Checks

“There is a slow-motion mass murder of our young people, and it’s 
done with high-quality, high-capacity firearms, often purchased 
privately without any background checks, against the backdrop of 
laws that are sometimes far too lenient, allowing the widespread 
distribution of guns.”
— Milwaukee Police Chief Ed Flynn ()

At the PERF summits, police executives and elected officials said that the 
majority of their constituents believe that requiring universal background 
checks on all firearms transactions is an important gun violence reduc-
tion tool. A Washington Post-ABC News poll taken in 2013 found that 91 
percent of respondents would support a law requiring background checks 
of persons buying guns at gun shows, and 82 percent said they would “strongly sup-
port” such a law.30 (Gun purchases from Federal Firearms Licensed (FFL) dealers are 
already subject to background checks.)31

Approximately 40 percent of gun sales are made without any background check, 
which provides unchecked access to felons, domestic violence abusers, dangerously 
mentally ill persons, and others who are barred by federal law from owning firearms, 
according to the Coalition to Stop Gun Violence, a group of 47 national organi-
zations, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Psychiatric 
Association, the American Public Health Association, the Children’s Defense Fund, 

30. “Would you support or oppose a law requiring background checks on people buying guns at gun shows?” The Washington 
Post, Post-ABC Poll- Obama and Politics, The Catholic Church, Gun Control. April 12, 2013 http://www.washingtonpost.com/
page/2010-2019/WashingtonPost/2013/03/12/National-Politics/Polling/question_10030.xml

31. Federal Firearms Regulations Reference Guide. https://www.atf.gov/files/publications/download/p/atf-p-5300-4.pdf
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/page/2010-2019/WashingtonPost/2013/03/12/National-Politics/Polling/question_10030.xml
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28 gun violence: regional problems, partnerships, and solutions

the National Association of School Psychologists, the National Urban League, the 
U.S. Conference of Mayors, and the YWCA.32

Soon after the fatal shootings of 20 children and 6 adults in December 2012 
at the Sandy Hook Elementary School, President Obama, in his 2013 State of the 
Union address, called for Congress to pass a universal background check bill that 
would cover all gun sales in america. Congress, however, failed to approve that 
bill and other gun-related proposals.

at one of PErF’s Summits, racine, WI Mayor John Dickert voiced frustration 
about the failure to pass such a law. He said citizens of his town are confused as to 
why this is still an issue. “How anyone could disagree with our police and sheriffs, 
who	are	saying	that	they	need	background	checks	because	it	helps	take	firearms	
away from criminals, is beyond me,” he said.

Summit participants said that the lack of a comprehensive universal background 
check requirement contributes to gun violence within their jurisdictions. This dis-
cussion was a focus for Washington State residents attending the Portland summit. 
Nine months after the Summit was held, Washington State voters approved Initia-
tive 594, which closed the gun show and private purchase loophole. The Initiative 
requires that officials conduct background checks for all firearms purchased within 
the state.

Oregon State Senator Ginny Burdick said that outside of the political arena, 
there is consensus on universal background checks. In November 2000, she joined 
two sheriffs in proposing a ballot measure to require background checks at gun 
shows, which passed statewide by 62 percent. This, she noted, is in a state with 
nearly 50-percent gun ownership. “I just ask you to keep that in mind as you 
approach this issue,” she said. “Try everything you can to de-politicize it and look at 
it as a public health and safety issue. There is widespread public support, including 
in the gun-owning public, for reasonable legislation that doesn’t even come close to 
interfering with anybody’s Second Amendment rights.”

other Laws that target High-Risk Persons 

“Some gang members could have 20 to 30 misdemeanor arrests,” he 
said, “but if they don’t have that felony conviction, there’s nothing 
we can do. They can’t be denied a permit, and they’re free to carry 
a firearm.”
— Yakima, Wa Police Chief Dominick rizzi ()

Since an assault weapons ban, a high-capacity magazine ban, a require-
ment for universal background checks, and a three-year mandatory 
minimum sentence for illegal possession of a loaded firearm were enacted 
in New York State, gun recoveries in New York City have gone down, as 
has gun crime, including murders, according to Chicago Police Superin-
tendent Garry McCarthy, who worked for 25 years in the NYPD before 

32. “Universal Background Checks,” Coalition to Stop Gun Violence. http://csgv.org/issues/
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taking the top police jobs in Newark, NJ and then Chicago. McCarthy said he is 
pushing for similar laws in Illinois and for a shift in criminal justice policies so that 
gun offenders will serve time in prisons and jails, rather than the current emphasis 
on incarcerating drug offenders.

“We should lighten up on that 26 percent of people in jail for drug offenses, and 
start increasing the 3.8 percent of incarcerations for people who are carrying fire-
arms,” he said. “In Chicago over the last three years, we’ve arrested about 12,000 
fewer people a year and gotten better results on the street. This is about arresting 
the right people,” he said.

One of Milwaukee’s challenges is the need for a felony-level gun possession 
charge, said Milwaukee Police Chief Ed Flynn. He noted that a second arrest for 
marijuana possession in Wisconsin is a felony, but someone could be arrested 10 
times for carrying a gun, and it will always be a misdemeanor. He asked: “What’s 
wrong with this picture?”

Yakima, WA Police Chief Dominick Rizzi also cited a growing problem with 
documented gang members who have only non-felony convictions and thus are 
eligible for concealed-carry permits. “Some gang members could have 20 to 30 
misdemeanor arrests,” he said, “but if they don’t have that felony conviction, there’s 
nothing we can do. They can’t be denied a permit, and they’re free to carry a 
firearm.” 

Another significant problem is the easy availability of a firearm in circumstances 
where a homicide or suicide may be likely. Sherwood, OR Police Chief Jeff Groth 
cited two situations where this is often an issue: domestic violence and mental 
illness. “Because of the circumstance people find themselves in, they lose their 
temper, there is a gun present, and suddenly we have a shooting. These things shock 
every community, but I can tell you when something like that happens in a smaller 
community, it’s a big deal.”

Eugene, OR Police Chief Pete Kerns said that easy availability of firearms can 
endanger police officers. “A couple of years ago, a Eugene police officer was mur-
dered by a woman with a severe life-long mental health condition, who never should 
have had a firearm, but did,” he said. “In another incident, in November 2013, a 
Eugene police officer was in a hand-to-hand fight with a suspect. That suspect — 
who should never have had a gun — pulled it on the officer, and our officer survived 
that by shooting and killing the suspect.”

Minnesota and Wisconsin are among the states that have passed legislation 
dealing with domestic violence and guns. Maplewood, MN Police Chief Paul Schnell 
said that elected officials were able to reach consensus on this type of gun violence 
prevention law because keeping guns out of the hands of domestic abusers is some-
thing most people can agree on.

Local and State-Based Reforms

Some attendees voiced frustration with the federal government’s lack of action on 
reducing gun violence, and advocated local and state-based reforms.

Vancouver, WA Police Chief James McElvain suggested seeking solutions from a 
logical perspective vs. an emotional one. He said that gun rights organizations have 



30 gun violence: regional problems, partnerships, and solutions

been successful in making their message emotionally charged by suggesting that 
guns will be confiscated from law-abiding people.

Boise Police Chief Mike Masterson pointed out that “gun control” has become a 
general term, and that when people hear it, “everybody perceives that we are try-
ing to take their guns away from them.” He called for sharpening the message and 
scaling it down, and specifying who exactly is targeted by gun regulations — e.g., 
felons and other serious offenders, and persons with documented histories of men-
tal illness. “Then maybe law-abiding gun owners will say, ‘Oh, they’re not talking 
about me. I can support that.’ ”

Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett called for police and local officials to look for 
actions they can take on their own. “If we couldn’t change this nation’s thinking on 
gun laws after Sandy Hook, it’s not going to change,” he said. “We appealed to Wash-
ington after Sandy Hook and got nowhere. Somehow, we have to take a different 
approach, and we have to do it ourselves, because the cavalry is not coming from 
Washington and it’s not coming from Madison.” 

Minneapolis Senior Government Relations Representative Melissa Lesch said 
that legislators with a background in policing can bring “a fresh face and perspec-
tive” to gun violence legislation and can have an impact on state legislation.

Community Approaches to Reducing Gun Violence

“On the issue of gun violence prevention, we all need to be working 
together. We can’t treat this purely as a law enforcement problem. 
We’ve all been to meetings where somebody says, ‘We can’t arrest 
our way out of this problem.’ I think that is crystal clear. We 
need ‘smart policing,’ community engagement and community 
interventions, and the right public policies. All of those things 
have to work together.”
— Nina Vinik, Joyce Foundation Program Director ()

Many participants at the PERF summits said that the focus of efforts to 
reduce gun crime should be on local communities, and on the particular 
characteristics of neighborhoods with high rates of gun violence. Partic-
ipants called for strategies to connect police officers with youths in the community, 
developing relationships with grass roots advocacy groups, and coordinating efforts 
by various governmental agencies to deliver services to areas with high rates of gun 
violence.

Such efforts to change a community’s culture — to interrupt the intergenera-
tional gang violence and provide pro-social alternatives — will require new ideas and 
approaches.

Portland Office of Youth Violence Prevention Policy Manager Tom Peavey spoke 
about the “snitch code,” and his department’s difficulties in changing the reluc-
tance by many community members to give police investigators information about 
gun-related incidents.

Multnomah County, OR Deputy District Attorney Eric Zimmerman made 
suggestions for appealing to youth who might find gang membership and the 
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“no-snitching” attitude alluring. “I think the focus needs to be on the younger gen-
eration, not the older ones who are already in that negative lifestyle,” he said. “That 
needs to be done by reaching down when they’re younger, and showing them that 
it’s not cool to go to prison. It’s not cool to carry guns around. It’s not cool to deal 
drugs. But it is cool to go out and play sports, get involved in your school, go on to 
college, and have a successful life.”

Milwaukee Police Chief Ed Flynn said that to engage the community, he reduced 
the number of plainclothes officers and special units. Instead, the Milwaukee Police 
Department established a more visible presence in areas with gun violence, repaint-
ing unmarked cars to standard black and white, and putting plainclothes officers 
back in uniform. Most task forces were combined with other tactical units to create 
a new neighborhood task force. This unit was, in his words, “data-driven, not infor-
mant-driven.” The unit’s efforts also focused on working closely with the districts. 
“People in the community will accept enforcement from cops they recognize and 
know differently than they will from cops they don’t know, who are seen as invading 
their neighborhoods,” he said.

Engage Police in the Community

Community-oriented policing is not only better for the communities, but also for 
police officers, Flynn said. “We doubled down on the number of people in the dis-
tricts. We doubled down on foot beats, bicycle patrols, and anything that put cops 
in contact with people. We found that if you are in a cruiser all night long, you are 
going from social dysfunction to more social dysfunction, from human misery to 
more human misery. That is not good for an officer’s mental health. However, if you 
take that officer out of a patrol car and put them on a foot beat for a while, or have 
that officer spend a little time on a bicycle, they’re in the same neighborhood day 
after day, with people who are nice to them. Officers need that positive reinforce-
ment from the community. Otherwise it’s always a crisis, you’re always responding 
to a call for service, and their decisions are often making some community members 
angry.”

Flynn also pushed responsibility down the chain of command to district com-
manders, because he wanted to build the organization around the districts. “The 
organization I inherited was built around special units, but community members 
don’t live in special units,” he said. “They live in neighborhoods located in districts. 
They want a community cop.”

Beloit, WI, Police Chief Norm Jacobs said that his community is ready to address 
issues of gun violence. “After our seventh homicide this year, I’ve got a community 
willing to step up and do something about it,” he said. “They’re looking for help, and 
they have a pretty open mind, as open as I’ve ever seen, about the violence in our 
different segments of our community.”

In fact, Chief Jacobs said that an issue he is facing is that some community mem-
bers think that only the police can solve the problem. “The FBI Safe Streets Task 
Force came to Beloit 15 years ago and helped eliminate organized drug trafficking 
there,” Jacobs said. “Now what I see is just plain violence with our community mem-
bers. It doesn’t have to involve drugs. It’s just young persons who have grown up 
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with a culture of violence.” While police are a key part of anti-violence strategies, he 
said, “it will take a community to deal with that.”

Minneapolis Police Chief Janeé Harteau talked about her department’s efforts 
to focus on crime hot spots that have different characteristics. One neighborhood 
may have high levels of domestic violence, while another has crime that stems from 
extreme poverty, and the response to each must be different.

“So what we’re trying to do is really get down into the weeds and look at what 
caused the hot spot,” Harteau said. “Why does it exist? What are the underlying 
issues, and what are the strategies that will address those issues? And it’s not always 
a police response. But police are usually the first point of contact, so we can con-
nect people with services and try to bring them to the table where we devise the 
solutions.”

a Regional approach to Reducing Gun Violence

“We have to network. Our cities expect to see law enforcement 
working together.”
— Boise Police Chief Mike Masterson ()

While summit participants agreed that a localized, community approach 
is a critical component of gun violence reduction, they also called for 
regional approaches to data-sharing and joint task forces. They cited a 
need to share data about offenders and guns, because violent gun crime 
crosses jurisdictional lines, especially in large metropolitan areas. And 
representatives from smaller jurisdictions said they are influenced by 
crime from big cities, because it eventually flows into their areas.

North Las Vegas police officials described meetings in which federal 
and local agencies in the Las Vegas area take a regional approach to combating gang 
violence and setting priorities for prosecutions. Then-Sheriff Douglas Gillespie of 
the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, who retired in 2015, was crediting 
with spearheading this effort, which includes the FBI; ATF; DEA; the cities of Hen-
derson and North Las Vegas; the U.S. Attorney’s Office; the Clark County District 
Attorney’s Office; and the school district police. The group meets about every other 
month to talk about problem offenders, such as convicted felons who are making 
the decisions in gangs. The various federal partners, including the ATF, FBI and DEA, 
are able to leverage their assets to help. 

Racine, WI Mayor John Dickert said that whether it’s drug sales or gun sales, 
“Crime is a business, and if we make it tough for them to do business, then they’re 
going to leave my community. The problem is, we’re a region and we are all commu-
nities, and what we don’t want them doing is just moving to another region. So this 
is a larger issue.”

West Milwaukee Police Chief Dennis Nasci agreed, saying, “We all have to realize 
that we have to share the data.” Almost 90 percent of the crime in West Milwaukee is 
committed by people from other jurisdictions, he said. “We sometimes say, ‘It’s not 
my problem,’ but it really is,” Chief Nasci said. “It is your problem, and whether it’s in 
Racine or Madison or Green Bay, we’ve got to share our information.”
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Using technology to Share data and disseminate information

There was a strong interest among summit participants in sharing data, such as lists 
of local offenders who are prohibited from owning firearms, and making that infor-
mation accessible to patrol officers. Such databases can enable officers to make an 
arrest and seize a weapon immediately if they witness a prohibited possessor with a 
firearm. And information shared at the patrol level, not just among investigators or 
regional task force members, can increase officer safety.

Technical issues can be troublesome, according to Las Vegas Metropolitan Police 
Deputy Chief Al Salinas, who said that his department’s computer systems gather 
information in narrative sections, but the software cannot search narratives, such as 
looking for the word “gun.”

Another major issue, said Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department Sheriff Joe 
Lombardo, is the lack of a database that would allow patrol officers to determine 
whether people have mental health issues that disqualify them from gun possession 
under current federal law.

Amelia Cramer, Chief Deputy of the Pima County, AZ Attorney’s Office, pre-
sented what might be termed a “win-lose” situation. On one hand, Arizona state law 
mandates that all information about prohibited possessors, including adjudications 
of mental illness, be reported to the National Instant Criminal Background Check 
System (NICS) database. This helps to prevent sales of guns to prohibited persons by 
licensed gun dealers. That information, however, does not go out to patrol officers.

“When a guy gets pulled over for a traffic stop and has a gun in the rack in the 
back of his truck, if the officer knows he’s a prohibited possessor, he could seize 
the weapon,” Chief Deputy Cramer said. But the reality is that officers do not have 
access to that information.

In San Francisco, ATF Field Division Special Agent in Charge Joe Riehl spoke 
about the challenges of obtaining a comprehensive collection of crime gun data to 
analyze firearms violence issues. To facilitate Compstat-type analyses of gun vio-
lence, the ATF office is working to make an array of databases compatible. The ATF 
office also has frequent firearms review meetings, such as the one with Stockton 
police officials, focusing on all the shootings in that city. This not only helps with 
patrol strategies, but also helps build a methodology for how to target firearms 
violence. “The challenges we face when we have multiple jurisdictions in such areas 
as Oakland and Richmond,” Riehl said, “is compiling all that data into one 
place so that you can get a clear picture.”

the Fusion of Crime Gun technologies

“no technology needs to stand alone.”
— Former Minneapolis Police Chief tim Dolan ()

The police departments in Milwaukee, Chicago, and Denver have Crime 
Gun Intelligence Centers that use NIBIN, IBIS, eTrace, and other tech-
nologies, such as license plate readers and gunshot detection systems, in 
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their investigations.33 Prosecutors use the evidence generated by these technologies 
to improve cases and obtain longer prison sentences for known shooters. Other 
participants stressed the importance of having all of a department’s available tech-
nology work together to produce actionable intelligence that leads to crime gun 
user prosecutions.

Former Minneapolis Police Chief Tim Dolan spoke about the value of using 
multiple technologies to investigate crimes. He described how his department 
coordinated its neighborhood security cameras with the gunshot detection system, 
so that the cameras automatically pan to the direction of gunfire when gunshots are 
detected by ShotSpotter. Thus, police can obtain video of people leaving the area 
immediately after guns are fired. When they combined the gunshot detection data 
and video, and “advertised” it, letting the public know the police had this capability, 
they experienced a reduction in crime. 

Dolan noted that downtown Minneapolis had not had a bank robbery in almost 
six years. The Minneapolis Police Department installed cameras on downtown street 
corners, which made an immediate difference, he said. The police department also 
worked with businesses to incorporate direct feeds of their security cameras to the 
police. Dolan said that the police department also shared a radio channel with the 
Downtown Improvement District ambassadors. The ambassadors are city employees 
who patrol, pick up trash, and give directions. Using technology and working with 
local businesses made a difference, Dolan said. The last time a bank was robbed, 
police were able to make arrests immediately and publicize security camera photos 
of the crime to deter others. There has been a reduction in street robberies as well, 
and the public’s perception of safety is improved.

Milwaukee Assistant Police Chief Jim Harpole said that when the department 
first started using NIBIN, the turnaround time was months. The NIBIN machine in 
Milwaukee was not able to handle the volume of shell casings and guns. The next 
closest NIBIN equipment was 75 miles away in Madison. “The Milwaukee Police 
Department had to limit the casings and guns that we could process through our 
equipment,” Harpole said. “This meant that critical guns and shell casing that were 
possibly connected to other crimes were not getting tested.” With ATF’s assistance, 
the Department acquired additional NIBIN equipment that is located 
in the MPD Fusion Center, with its own trained examiners. “Our NIBIN 
turnaround time decreased dramatically — from months to days — and 
our firearms investigations improved,” Harpole said. “We have had a great 
success connecting guns and casings to multiple shootings, people, and 
crime crews.”

Denver Police Crime Lab Director Gregg LaBerge () said that NIBIN 
data help police to set priorities for investigations. For example, if NIBIN 
reveals that the same gun was used over the course of several weeks in 
several shooting incidents, and that the incidents are increasing in sever-
ity, the department can assign a high priority to identifying the owner of 
the gun and making an arrest before the gun is used to kill someone. The 

33. A Crime Gun Intelligence Center is a regional gun crime hub where officials from several federal and local law 
enforcement agencies work together to accelerate investigations and link crimes to one another.
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Denver Police Department enters all available data on gun crimes into NIBIN quickly, 
and runs searches for NIBIN hits daily, he said.

Milwaukee Police Chief Ed Flynn said that his department has had significant 
successes with NIBIN and eTrace. Since the Milwaukee Police Department began 
using NIBIN in 2013, it has entered 1,600 shell casings into the system, which 
allowed the department to link more than 360 incidents and develop over 160 cases. 
The department has three cases involving links to six or more incidents of gunfire, 
and one case that was linked to a firearm arrest in Canada. 

Flynn said that new technologies are often more effective when used together. 
“When we first installed a gunshot detection system to cover three square miles, 
we found out 86 percent of our gunfire incidents were not reported to the police,” 
he said. “Can you imagine living in a neighborhood where gunfire is considered so 
routine that nobody calls the cops? We were able to develop a case against a house 
in that area that was clearly selling guns, because customers were going outside and 
test-firing them in the neighborhood. We made several arrests and seized several 
firearms. We entered the casings we recovered there into NIBIN, and 28 percent of 
those entries had been used in two or more offenses. The number of firearm inci-
dents in that area was reduced by 42 percent in one year. Now that’s significant.” 
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evidence-Based Policy Recommendations 
The Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm Policy, a group of the nation’s leading 
experts in public health, mental health, and gun violence prevention, came together 
in 2013 to develop policy recommendations to reduce gun violence. The goal was to 
develop evidence-based gun violence prevention policy recommendations to reduce 
access to firearms by people who are at an increased risk of dangerous behavior.34 

Survey of Police executive Policy Preferences 
and Current Practices
To follow up on the discussions from the regional summits, PERF, working through 
its National Gun Violence Research Center, conducted an exploratory survey of law 
enforcement executives’ opinions on the Consortium’s state policy recommenda-
tions. The survey also sought to obtain information about current firearm laws that 
exist across the country and how these laws have an impact on agency practices.

PERF sent the survey to 582 police executives across the United States; 266 
agencies from 42 states returned completed surveys, for a response rate of 46 
percent. 

temporary Firearm Prohibitions

The survey included a series of questions to gauge the level of support for or oppo-
sition to the Consortium’s state-based policy recommendations. 

First, responding police executives were asked if they would support or oppose 
laws that temporarily prohibited individuals from purchasing or possessing fire-
arms for specific timeframes and behaviors pertaining to mental health and criminal 
conduct. (Because convicted felons are already barred from owning firearms under 
federal law, the questions pertain to expanding such prohibitions for various types 
of misdemeanors.) 

34. Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm Policy (December 2013). Guns, Public Health and Mental Illness: An Evidence-Based Approach 
for State Policy. http://www.efsgv.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Final-State-Report.pdf

http://www.efsgv.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Final-State-Report.pdf
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Overwhelming majorities of respondents supported prohibitions on gun ownership 
for individuals exhibiting dangerous mental health issues (96 percent), who had 
violent misdemeanor convictions (92 percent), or who were subjects of domestic 
violence restraining orders (94 percent).

The majority of agencies responding to the survey overwhelmingly supported tem-
porary prohibitions on possessing firearms for individuals undergoing short-term 
involuntary hospitalizations, being the subject domestic violence restraining orders, 
and holding violent misdemeanor convictions.

Specifically, 96% of respondents supported the temporary prohibition for indi-
viduals from purchasing or possessing firearms if the person “had a short term 
involuntary hospitalization, with a clinical finding of being a danger to one’s self or 
other.”

Such firearm prohibitions as “if an individual was convicted of a violence mis-
demeanor, such as one involving the use of a deadly weapon, the use of force, the 

exhibit a

For each of the policies described in the table below, please indicate your level of support or opposition. Even if your 
jurisdiction has enacted a similar law, please indicate your personal level of support or opposition for the laws as 
proposed below.

Would you support or oppose a law that temporarily prohibited individuals from purchasing or possessing firearms 
for the timeframes indicated below, if he/she…

Strongly
support

Support neither support 
or oppose

oppose Strongly
oppose

… had a short-term involuntary 
hospitalization, with a clinical finding of 
being a danger to oneself or others.
(Prohibited for a time period of at least 1 
year and up to 5 years, dependent on clinical 
re-evaluation)

72 percent 24 percent 3 percent 1 percent .4 percent

… was convicted of a violent misdemeanor, 
such as one involving the use of a deadly 
weapon, the use of force, the threat of force, 
or stalking. 
(Prohibited for at least 10 years)

66 percent 26 percent 4 percent 4 percent —

… was under a temporary restraining order 
for domestic violence.
(Prohibited for the length of the restraining 
order)

69 percent 25 percent 4 percent 2 percent —

… had been convicted of 2 or more DWI or 
DUI offenses within a 5-year period.
(Prohibited for at least 5 years)

19 percent 19 percent 39 percent 19 percent 3 percent

… had been convicted of 2 or more 
misdemeanors involving a controlled 
substance in a period of 5 years.
(Prohibited for at least 5 years)

27 percent 35 percent 24 percent 14 percent 1 percent



39part 3. guns, public health, and mental illness: an evidence-based approach for state firearm policy

threat of force or stalking ” received 92% support, and 94% supported “firearm 
prohibitions if an individual was under a temporary restraining order for domestic 
violence.” 

Most respondents (62 percent) support temporary firearms ownership prohibitions 
for persons with 2 or more misdemeanor drug convictions in a 5 year period. 

Fewer police executives supported gun ownership prohibitions related to DWI/DUI.

Only 38 percent of respondents supported prohibitions for persons convicted of 
two or more DWI or DUI offenses within a 5-year period, while 22 percent opposed 
it and 39 percent said they neither supported nor opposed it. 

When Should Police Have the authority to Remove Firearms?

An overwhelming majority of police executives who responded to the PERF survey 
support policies that enable police to remove firearms from individuals who pose a 
threat of harm to themselves or others in emergency situations.

The survey asked respondents a series of questions regarding the removal of fire-
arms in situations where individual may be a danger to themselves or others. 90 
percent of law enforcement executives said they would support a law that “autho-
rized law enforcement officials (police, sheriffs, and/or prosecutors) to remove 
firearms from any individual who poses an immediate threat of harm to self or oth-
ers. In emergency situations, this authority could be exercised without a warrant.”

Several respondents raised concerns, however, about who would make the 
determination of whether or not someone is a danger to himself or others — 
officers, courts, or family members. 

Many respondents said that there should also be a provision to protect officers 
from liability when they seize an owner’s weapon under such a law.

Gun Violence Restraining orders 

A large majority of respondents (81 percent) support a civil restraining order process 
by private citizens. 

Respondents were asked if they “would support or oppose a law that created a new 
civil restraining order process for private citizens to petition the court to request 
that firearms be temporarily removed and new firearm purchases be prohibited (for 
the length of the restraining order) from a family member or intimate partner who 
poses a credible risk of harm35 to self or others.” Eighty-one percent of respondents 

35. For example, in determining a “risk for violence” or “risk imminent personal injury to himself, herself, or others,” the California and 
Connecticut Gun Violence Restraining Orders list the following behaviors: (1) the history of use, attempted use, or threatened use 
of physical force by the subject of the petition against another person; (2) any prior arrest of the subject of the petition for a felony 
offense; (3) any history of a violation by the subject of the petition of an emergency protective order; (4) documentary evidence, 
including, but not limited to, police reports and records of convictions, of either recent criminal offenses by the subject of the 
petition that involve controlled substances or alcohol or ongoing abuse of controlled substances or alcohol by the subject of the 
petition; and (5) evidence of recent acquisition of firearms, ammunition, or other deadly weapons.
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said they would support this type of legislation, while only 9 percent would oppose 
such a law.

A few respondents were concerned about the possibility of abuse of restraining orders.

While the majority of respondents were in favor of this civil restraining order, a few 
who were opposed, strongly opposed, or neutral expressed concerns about family 
members abusing this type of restraining order. 

Respondents also noted that this is especially risky if those people are required 
by their job to carry and use a firearm. If they are falsely accused, they risk losing 
their job or being disciplined at work if they are prohibited from carrying a firearm.

A few respondents said that they would be in favor of this restraining order 
only if there were a judge or other outside entity involved to review each case. The 
burden would then be off the police to issue these restraining orders. These respon-
dents felt that some sort of oversight or investigation would be needed to ensure 
that the restraining order system was not being abused.

A number of respondents noted concerns about officer safety when they retrieve 
weapons from those subjected to this type of restraining order. They said that 
specific policies and protocols are necessary and should be in place before officers 
begin enforcing such orders and seizing weapons. 

A large majority of respondents also support ensuring that a process is in place for 
returning legal firearms after a temporary prohibition. 

Respondents were asked if they would support legislation to establish a process for 
returning all legal firearms that were taken from an individual at the conclusion of 
the temporary prohibition. The number supporting this law was 85 percent, with 
only 3 percent opposing it. Several respondents said that each circumstance should 
be treated on a case-by-case basis. One respondent noted that the conclusion of a 
temporary prohibition does not necessarily mean an individual is fit to possess fire-
arms. Another respondent preferred that the legislation contain a requirement that 
the agency releasing the legal firearms confirm that the individual is clear of any 
other warrants or prohibited statuses prior to that release. 

agency Protocols, Programs, and Partnerships 

Most agencies do not have a formal program, protocol, or partnership for confiscating 
firearms from prohibited persons.

Finally, the survey asked police executives about any official protocols, programs, 
or partnerships they have to proactively identify and remove firearms from indi-
viduals who are prohibited from purchasing or possessing them. As shown in the 
table below, the majority of agencies (61 percent) reported that they did not have 
such protocols, programs, or partnerships. A little more than one quarter — 26 
percent — reported having some type of protocol in place, while 10 percent reported 
participating in partnerships with other agencies. An example provided by several 
California police agencies was the partnership with the California Department of 
Justice to recover firearms from persons prohibited from possessing weapons for 
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mental health commitments, domestic violence, or other felonies. Some agencies 
mentioned designated firearm crime investigation units and coordinated partner-
ships via task forces that target illegal possession and use of firearms at the local, 
state, and federal levels. 

Summary

Survey Highlights

• Most police executives who responded to the PERF survey support gun posses-
sion prohibitions for individuals exhibiting dangerous mental health issues; who 
are subjects of domestic violence restraining orders; or who have violent mis-
demeanors convictions.

• Fewer respondents support prohibitions related to substance abuse and DWI/
DUI misdemeanor convictions.

• An overwhelming majority of respondents support policies that enable police to 
remove firearms from individuals who pose a threat of harm to themselves or 
others in emergency situations.

• A majority of respondents support a civil restraining order process by private 
citizens. 

• A few respondents expressed concern about the possibility of abuse of restraining 
orders. 

• The majority of respondents also support ensuring a process is in place for 
returning legal firearms after a temporary prohibition. 

• Most agencies do not have a formal program, protocol or partnership for confis-
cating firearms from prohibited persons.

 
 

Pecentage of agencies that have official protocols, programs, or partnerships to 
proactively identify and remove firearms from prohibited persons 

0% 

50% 

100% 

Protocol Program Partnershp None Don't know 
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Conclusion

“The only surefire way for nothing to change is to assume that nothing 
will change.”
— Former Minneapolis Mayor r.t. rybak

this report summarizes police leaders’ perspectives on efforts at local and 
regional levels to reduce gun violence and crime. While gun violence has been gen-
erally declining for more than 20 years, the United States still endures far higher 
homicide rates that do other developed countries.36 Police chiefs and other law 
enforcement officials are on the front lines of gun violence daily, so it makes sense 
that they are the ones who should have leadership roles on this issue, especially 
given the fact that efforts at the federal level have stalled and criminals are still 
obtaining firearms. 

What Were the Key discussion themes?
Several discussion themes emerged during the four summits. 

depoliticize Gun Violence Reduction efforts

First, police leaders agree that gun violence reduction measures need to be depo-
liticized. Gun violence should be discussed as a public health issue rather than a 
Second Amendment issue. We must work together to stop criminals from obtaining 
guns, while continuing to protect the rights of law-abiding citizens. 

mental and Behavioral Health issues must Be addressed

The federal government and states lack laws that would prohibit many at-risk 
persons from obtaining firearms. Leaders agree that there should be better enforce-
ment of existing laws barring gun possession by felons, misdemeanor domestic 
violence offenders, persons subject to court orders regarding domestic violence 
or stalking, persons who have been committed to a mental institution, and other 
disqualifiers. Partnerships with mental health care providers and increased men-
tal health and crisis intervention training for police officers could help reduce gun 

36. Michael Planty Ph.D., Jennifer Truman Ph.D., “Firearm Violence, 1993-2011.” U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
May 7, 2013. NCJ 241730. http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/fv9311pr.cfm

http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/fv9311pr.cfm
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violence and suicides committed with a firearm, as well as increase officer safety. 
In states that have passed legislation permitting the temporary removal of firearms 
from persons in crisis (or Gun Violence Restraining Order laws), procedures are 
needed for acting on this legislation locally. 

Background Checks must be expanded

Second, background checks must be expanded to include private purchases of 
firearms at gun shows, on the Internet, or through other means outside of feder-
ally licensed gun dealers. A national survey of prison inmates showed that nearly 80 
percent of the individuals who had used a handgun during a crime had not obtained 
that gun through a federally licensed dealer.37 

In an effort to close this loophole, some states are passing measures that require 
universal background checks for firearms purchases. Oregon became the eighth 
state, plus the District of Columbia, to require background checks for all purchases 
when Governor Kate Brown signed SB941 into law in May 2015.38 Voters in Wash-
ington passed Initiative 594 in November 2014.39 The other states are California, 
Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, New York and Rhode Island.

a Community approach is Critical

A localized community approach is a critical component of gun violence reduction. 
Jurisdictions should develop programs to connect police officers with youths in the 
community and develop relationships with grass roots advocacy groups, especially 
in large metropolitan areas. 

data Sharing and Joint task Forces are important Strategies

Because gun crime is not limited by jurisdictional boundaries, federal, state, and 
local agencies must work together to combat gun violence and crime. Partnerships 
such as ones like the Gun Crime Intelligence Centers in Denver, Chicago, and Mil-
waukee are reducing firearm homicides significantly.

What are the next Steps 
For Chiefs and other Local officials?
Police chiefs and other local officials have lost faith in the ability of the federal gov-
ernment to act to reduce gun violence. Advocates are taking gun violence reduction 

37. Daniel Webster et al., “The Case for Gun Policy Reforms in America.” John’s Hopkins Center for Gun Policy and Research. October, 
2012. Page 6. http://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-institutes/johns-hopkins-center-for-gun-policy-and-research/
publications/WhitePaper020514_CaseforGunPolicyReforms.pdf 

38. Michele Richinick, “Oregon becomes eighth state to expand background checks on all gun sales.” newsweek, May 12, 2015. 
http://www.newsweek.com/oregon-becomes-eighth-state-require-background-checks-all-gun-sales-330970 

39. Victoria Cavaliere, “Washington state voters approve measure to expand gun background checks.” Reuters, November 5, 2014. 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/11/06/us-usa-elections-washington-guncontrol-idUSKBN0IQ02P20141106 

http://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-institutes/johns-hopkins-center-for-gun-policy-and-research/publications/WhitePaper020514_CaseforGunPolicyReforms.pdf
http://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-institutes/johns-hopkins-center-for-gun-policy-and-research/publications/WhitePaper020514_CaseforGunPolicyReforms.pdf
http://www.newsweek.com/oregon-becomes-eighth-state-require-background-checks-all-gun-sales-330970
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/11/06/us-usa-elections-washington-guncontrol-idUSKBN0IQ02P20141106
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measures to their state legislatures. Several states have passed or are considering 
laws to protect domestic abuse victims and to keep firearms out of the hands of 
people exhibiting dangerous behaviors. Police officials are credible voices who can 
offer their expertise to inform those debates.

What are the next Steps 
For the Gun Center and its Work?
PERF, through the National Gun Violence Research Center, will continue its efforts 
to work with police agencies nationwide to identify, document, and share practices 
to reduce gun violence. The Center will publicize emerging trends and issues in 
combating gun violence. It will continue working with agencies to maximize the use 
of trace and ballistics data as investigative tools.

As former Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak said at the 2013 Minneapolis Regional 
Gun Summit, “The only surefire way for nothing to change is to assume that noth-
ing will change.” PERF believes that these summits provided a dialogue for progress. 
PERF hopes that this report will help to build partnerships among law enforcement 
officials and other stakeholders and elected officials to give police the tools they 
need to reduce gun violence in our communities. 
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a Summary of the evidence and Recommendations from the 
Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm Policy

By Josh Horwitz

Firearm violence takes a tragic toll on society. There are more than 
74,000 firearm injuries40 and 32,000 deaths41 – nearly two-thirds of 
which are suicides42 – each year in the United States. Effective solu-
tions to reduce gun violence demand a comprehensive, evidence-based 
strategy. The Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm Policy (Consortium), 
a group of the nation’s leading experts in public health, mental health, 
and gun violence prevention, came together in March 2013 to address 
this complex issue. These esteemed researchers, practitioners, and 
advocates developed evidence-based gun violence prevention policy 
recommendations to reduce access to firearms by people who are at an 
increased risk of dangerous behavior. Included below is a summary of 
this evidence and the corresponding policy recommendations. Addi-
tional detail is presented in the full Consortium Report: Guns, Public 
Health, and Mental Illness: An Evidence-Based Approach for State Firearm 
Policy.43 

i. Consortium Recommendation Summary

The discourse after horrific mass shootings often centers on the link between gun violence and men-
tal illness. While research shows mental illness is strongly associated with suicide,44, 45 the majority of 
mentally ill individuals will never be violent toward others.46, 47, 48 There are certain times when mentally ill 
persons are at increased risk of interpersonal violence, such as the time period surrounding an involun-
tary hospitalization,49, 50 but most people with common mental illnesses are not more violent than the 
general population without mental illness.51 Mental illness alone accounts for a very small proportion of 

40. Hoyert, D. L., & Xu, J. (2012). Deaths: preliminary data for 2011. Natl Vital Stat Rep, 61(6), 1–65.
41. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Web-based Injury Statistics Query and Reporting System. (2011). 2011, United States Firearm 

Deaths and Rates per 100,000. Retrieved August 27, 2014, from http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/fatal_injury_reports.html
42. National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, CDC. (2012). 2002–2012, United States Suicide Firearm Deaths and Rates per 100,000. 

Fatal Injury Reports 1999-2012, for National, Regional, and States (RESTRICTED). Retrieved October 24, 2014, from http://www.cdc.gov/injury/
wisqars/fatal_injury_reports.html

43. Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm Policy. (2013). Guns, Public Health and Mental Illness: An Evidence-Based Approach for State Policy. Retrieved 
from http://www.efsgv.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Final-State-Report.pdf

44. Brown, G. K., Beck, A. T., Steer, R. A., & Grisham, J. R. (2000). Risk factors for suicide in psychiatric outpatients: a 20-year prospective study. 
Journal of consulting and clinical psychology, 68(3), 371–377.

45. Malone, K. M., Haas, G. L., Sweeney, J. A., & Mann, J. J. (1995). Major depression and the risk of attempted suicide. Journal of Affective 
Disorders, 34(3), 173–185.

46. Teplin, L. A., McClelland, G. M., Abram, K. M., & Weiner, D. A. (2005). Crime victimization in adults with severe mental illness: comparison 
with the national crime victimization survey. Archives of general psychiatry, 62(8), 911–921.

47. Elbogen, E. B., & Johnson, S. C. (2009). The Intricate Link Between Violence and Mental Disorder Results From the National Epidemiologic 
Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions. Archives of General Psychiatry, 66(2), 152–161.

48. Van Dorn, R., Volavka, J., & Johnson, N. (2012). Mental disorder and violence: is there a relationship beyond substance use?. Social Psychiatry 
and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 47(3), 487–503.

49. Choe, J., Teplin, L., & Abram, K. (2008). Perpetration of violence, violent victimization, and severe mental illness: balancing public health 
concerns. Psychiatric Services, 59(2), 153–164.

50. McNiel, D., Weaver, C., & Hall, S. (2007). Base rates of firearm possession by hospitalized psychiatric patients. Psychiatric Services, 58(4), 
551–553.

51. Swanson, J. W., Holzer, C. E., Ganju, V. K., & Jono, R. T. (1990). Violence and Psychiatric Disorder in the Community: Evidence From the 
Epidemiologic Catchment Area Surveys. Psychiatric Services, 41(7), 761–770.

Josh Horwitz, Executive 
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http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/fatal_injury_reports.html
http://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars/fatal_injury_reports.html
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societal violence (about 4%),52 therefore policies must address other risk factors for dangerousness in 
order to reduce overall violence in society.53, 54 Aside from mental illness on its own, stronger predictors 
for interpersonal violence – including homicide – are a history of violence (violent misdemeanor crime 
convictions55 and domestic violence56, 57, 58), drug abuse,59 and alcohol abuse.60, 61 The Consortium recom-
mends that states expand current federal firearm prohibitions to include these broader risk factors for 
dangerousness. Policies addressing these criteria provide a comprehensive approach to gun violence 
prevention that is true to the evidence and does not stigmatize mental illness alone as the root cause of 
violence. 

1. Mental Health Risk Factors for Dangerousness

Evidence shows that while mental illness on its own is not a strong predictor for violent behavior toward 
others, there are certain times when the mentally ill are more prone to violence: the first episode of 
psychosis, and the time period just before and after an involuntary hospitalization, for example.62, 63 

Mental illness is strongly associated with self-harm, and common mental illnesses such as depression 
can increase risk of suicide.64, 65 Risk of suicide and access to firearms is particularly dangerous; 90% of 
attempted suicides by firearm are fatal.66 Evidence-informed policies restricting access to firearms during 
these periods of crisis may be effective. See below for the Consortium’s recommendations regarding 
mental health risk factors for dangerousness.

Recommendation #1:

Current state law should be strengthened to temporarily prohibit individuals from purchasing or 
possessing firearms after a short-term involuntary hospitalization. Concurrently, the process for restoring 
firearm rights should be clarified and improved.
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2. Other Risk Factors for Dangerousness

As the majority of interpersonal violence is related to factors other than mental illness alone, the 
Consortium recommends a risk-based approach to reducing violence, looking at other risk factors for 
dangerousness. A history of violence,67, 68 including violent misdemeanor convictions69 and perpetration 
of domestic violence,70, 71, 72 is the strongest predictor of violence toward others. A study of legal handgun 
purchasers determined that those with a violent misdemeanor conviction were at least 8 times as 
likely as those with no prior criminal history to be convicted of a new violent offense; those with more 
than two violent misdemeanor convictions were 10 times as likely as those with no prior criminal 
history to be convicted of a future violent offense.73 Research also shows that respondents to domestic 
violence protection orders have high levels of previous criminal justice system involvement – including 
nondomestic violence related criminal activity.74 

Individuals who abuse alcohol are at increased risk of homicide and suicide,75 and research also 
shows that firearm owners are more likely to abuse alcohol.76, 77, 78, 79 Studies also show that illegal use 
of controlled substances is related to an increased risk of violence.80, 81, 82, 83, 84 The cognitive impairment 
associated with drug use also makes it difficult to avoid violent conflict.85, 86, 87 See below for the 
Consortium’s recommendations regarding these other risk factors for dangerousness. 
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Recommendation #2:

States should enact new prohibitions on individuals’ ability to purchase or possess a firearm that reflect 
evidence-based risk of dangerousness.

•	 Violent misdemeanants (at least ten years)
•	 Respondents to temporary domestic violence restraining orders (duration of the order)
•	 Those convicted of two or more DWI or DUIs in a period of five years (at least five years)
•	 Those convicted of two or more misdemeanor crimes involving controlled substances in a 

five-year period (at least five years)

3. Periods of Crisis 

As the evidence shows, there are many factors that increase an individual’s risk of dangerous behavior. 
However, there is currently no mechanism to temporarily suspend firearm access on a case-by-case 
basis when a person is dangerous to self or others, but they have not been convicted of a prohibitory 
crime. As such, law enforcement and concerned family members need tools to temporarily prohibit fire-
arms access during these periods of crisis. Connecticut88 and Indiana89 have discretionary gun-removal 
tools for law enforcement, and California90 became the first state in the country to pass a law providing 
family members with a similar option. See below for the Consortium’s recommendations regarding 
these periods of crisis.

Recommendation #3:

develop a mechanism to authorize law enforcement officers to remove firearms when they identify 
someone who poses an immediate threat of harm to self or others. States should also provide law 
enforcement with a mechanism to request a warrant authorizing gun removal when the risk of harm 
to self or others is credible, but not immediate. in addition, states should create a new civil restraining 
order process to allow family members and intimate partners to petition the court to authorize removal 
of firearms and temporarily prohibit firearm purchase and possession based on a credible risk of physical 
harm to self or others, even when domestic violence is not an issue.

88. Conn. Gen. Stat. § 29-38C

89. Ind. Code ann. § 35-47-14
90. Assembly Bill No. 1014. (2014). Retrieved from California Legislative Information AB-1014 Gun violence restraining orders: 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201320140AB1014 
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