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About public health policy reports: 

Public Health – SeaƩle & King County reviewed the presence, absence, and components of child 

firearm safety laws in 26 U.S. ciƟes as of September 2015, including the largest 20 ciƟes by 

populaƟon and member ciƟes of the NaƟonal AssociaƟon of County & City Health 

Officials’ (NACCHO’s) “Big City” group. VariaƟon in these laws and changes over Ɵme can be 

reviewed in King County’s policy surveillance system, LawAtlas PolicyTracker. 

Background 

In the United States, 33,636 people died in 2013 as a 

result of firearms.1  According to Child Trends, in 2014, 

“suicide and homicide were the second and third leading 

causes of death, respecƟvely, among teens ages 15 to 19, 

aŌer unintenƟonal injury… [F]irearms were the 

instrument of death in 88 percent of [these] teen 

homicides and 41 percent of teen suicides.”2  In 

Washington state, 158 children (age 17 or younger) were 

hospitalized and 108 children died as a result of guns from 

2010 to 2014. During this period, 42 children were 

hospitalized and 23 children died in King County.3  In 2013, 

an esƟmated 64,000 adults in King County with a loaded 

gun in or around their homes reported storing them 

loaded and unlocked.4  

Firearms are one of the most lethal means in compleƟng 

suicide aƩempts (other means are less‐lethal and 

potenƟally survivable). Studies show that reducing access 

to firearms in a suicidal crisis, and reducing access to a 

firearm that could result in an unintenƟonal shooƟng, can 

save children's lives.5 6 There is limited research on laws to 

prevent unauthorized firearm access by children. Recent 

studies on child access prevenƟon [CAP} laws—one type 

of child firearm safety laws on which the InsƟtute of 

Medicine has called for more research7— show promise 

for reducing firearm‐related injuries and deaths in 

children.8 9  

Both evidence‐based voluntary educaƟon and training and 

policy approaches may be needed to reduce youth firearm 

suicides, unintenƟonal injuries, and firearm theŌ (theŌ 

can also lead to suicides, homicides and firearm assaults, 

unintenƟonal injuries and deaths and local Child Death 

Reviews reflect these outcomes).  The purpose of this 

study is to idenƟfy baseline legislaƟve acƟvity across 26 

select large U.S. ciƟes and create a system to monitor 
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change over Ɵme through policy surveillance.  Local 

jurisdicƟons can offer ferƟle ground for community‐driven 

approaches to prevenƟng injury, for evaluaƟon of 

effecƟveness of different policy approaches through 

comparison studies, and opportuniƟes for policy 

experimentaƟon in more flexible and rapid legislaƟve 

climates.  This project’s policy surveillance approach 

allows for future research to:  

 Examine the effect of variability in law enforcement 
and prosecutorial approaches to unsafely stored 
firearms,  

 Study impacts of required public informaƟon 
campaigns about laws’ safe storage provisions,  

 Understand effecƟveness of penalƟes, both across 
jurisdicƟons and over Ɵme, and 

 Review the impact of state preempƟon on local 
approaches. 

 

  

 

 

Chart 1:  Large City Health Department Areas—U.S., 2015 

(including 20 largest U.S. ciƟes by size—according to the 2010 census—and the ciƟes 

in the NaƟonal AssociaƟon of County & City Health Officials Big CiƟes Group) 
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Key Findings 

RestricƟons on Unauthorized Access by Children  

 14 of the 26 ciƟes studied had one or more laws that aimed to prevent unauthorized access to firearms 

by children.  

 Laws to restrict unauthorized access by children may include requirements addressing one or more 

of the following parƟes:  

 Firearm dealers (e.g., requiring dealers to provide educaƟonal mate‐

rials on safe storage to firearm purchasers, mandatory sales of stor‐

age devices with every sale);  

 Owners (e.g., requiring storage of firearms, requiring purchase of 

firearm safes, and legal civil or criminal responsibility for failure to 

prevent child access); and, 

 Other responsible adults (e.g., legal civil or criminal responsibility for 

prevenƟng child access). 

 11 of the ciƟes studied had laws that held firearm owners responsible if a minor obtained access to 

their firearm(s). 

 4 of the ciƟes studied required the sale or purchase of a safe storage device with every firearm pur‐

chase. 

 PenalƟes for allowing unauthorized access by children varied from fines of “up to $100” to “up to 

$5000” and/or “no more than 30 days” to “one year” in prison. 

 The City of Portland, OR,  had the strongest overall penalty for adults, with $500 and up to 10 

days for minor access; $750 and up to 20 days if minor carried off premises; and an enhanced 

penalty of $2500 and up to 30 days if the minor carried to school, school‐sponsored event or 

school‐related event. 

 Only 7 ciƟes allowed incarceraƟon as the adult penalty when a child accesses a firearm. 

 3 of the 26 ciƟes had laws requiring firearm safety trainings to include safe storage and child access 

prevenƟon training. 

 CiƟes with strong state‐level preempƟon had fewer laws; however, even in states with preempƟon, 10 

ciƟes had laws to protect children from unauthorized access. 

 No ciƟes had laws requiring firearm dealers to receive suicide prevenƟon educaƟon (in order to reduce 

risk of youth suicide). 

Age LimitaƟons on Authorized Access by Children  

 While not typically called CAP laws, ciƟes may also address minimum age of ownership. 

 8 of the 26 ciƟes allowed minors to possess firearms under certain circumstances. These circumstances 

included:   

 Minor has wriƩen consent of parent/guardian;  

 Minor is engaged in lawful hunƟng, marksmanship, or farming acƟviƟes;  

 Minor possession is supervised by adult. 

 8 of the 26 ciƟes prohibited minors from purchasing certain types of firearms. 

 3 of the 26 ciƟes prohibited minors from purchasing ammuniƟon. 
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Map 1:  4 large U.S. ciƟes had firearm laws requiring dealer sales of safe storage devices 

with every firearm purchase (2015) 

=Required sale of safe storage device with firearm sales 

=Did not requires sale of safe storage device with firearm sales 

Chart 2:  City laws requiring public health protecƟons by firearm retailers —  

26 U.S. ciƟes (2015) 
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Chart 3:  8 ciƟes’ laws’ impose 

responsibility on adults for youth 

access, regardless of firearm use 

26 U.S. ciƟes (2015) 

Chart 5:  State 

preempƟon        

indeterminate as 

to existence of  

local child firearm 

laws—26 U.S. 

CiƟes (2015) 

Chart 4:  Fewer than half of the largest U.S. ciƟes had laws directed towards firearm 

owners,  most laws were non‐specific — 26 U.S. ciƟes (2015)   
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This report examines the laws of 26 large U.S. ciƟes, including the largest 20 ciƟes by populaƟon and these and other 

member ciƟes of the NaƟonal AssociaƟon of County & City Health Officials’ (NACCHO’s) “Big City” group.  The aim of 

the study was to understand the scope and types of local laws focused on reducing unauthorized child access to fire‐

arms.  King County was parƟcularly concerned about child firearm access in light of high local firearm suicide rates 

and theŌ resulƟng in firearms uƟlized in homicides in cases reviewed through the Child Death Review process, popu‐

laƟon data showing high rates of unsafely stored firearms.  More large metro areas are taking a public health ap‐

proach to firearm injuries and deaths,10  including King County, which involves using a data and evidence‐driven poli‐

cy and program approaches.   While we were interested primarily in understanding the types of typical child access 

prevenƟon laws in large municipal areas to conƟnue to build the evidence base, we also looked at age restricƟons on 

possession, purchase and use.  

We developed a list of ciƟes, using census data and the membership of the NACCHO group.   We created a list of city 

municipal websites where municipal codes were available online.  Then, using the pre‐set search term “firearms,” 3 

researchers separately compiled a list of all relevant policies in all ciƟes that were in effect as of September 2015.  

Policies were sorted by policy Ɵtle/type in a Word table {E.g. “Child Access PrevenƟon”, “Access to Guns for Youth 

under 18”}.  We then compared the three individually‐compiled lists of policy Ɵtle/type. If inconsistencies between 

the lists existed, we referred back to the respecƟve municipal codes to idenƟfy discrepancies unƟl 100% inter‐rater 

reliability was achieved. 

We developed a codebook, informed by previous research by Public Health—SeaƩle & King County on promising and 

evidence‐based public health intervenƟons for firearm injury prevenƟon, and state‐level firearm‐related laws.  The 

primary coder created an Excel spreadsheet that included all coding quesƟons developed by the Researchers. A row 

was created to include “PARENT,” “CHILD” or “GRANDCHILD” and QuesƟon Number to denote skip logic {e.g. Ques‐

Ɵon #1, PARENT}.  Coder notes were included as necessary to provide addiƟonal clarificaƟon and guidance on city 

laws, including links to relevant citaƟons, in order to preserve objecƟvity and consistency in coding. 

Researchers #1 (primary coder) and #2 separately coded a subset of these laws—all child firearm safety laws for the 

26 ciƟes under review, as well as age restricƟons on authorized firearm and ammuniƟon possession and use. Both 

researchers coded outside of LawAtlasSM using the Word table. AŌer coding each city, both researchers met to re‐

solve any differences. Once divergences were resolved, the primary coder entered the final codes into an Excel 

spreadsheet. 

AŌer entering final codes into the Excel spreadsheet, the primary coder entered the final codes into LawAtlasSM. Any 

changes to clarify and display the quesƟon language, variable names, and public descripƟon were made as neces‐

sary.   

Methods 

Conclusions 

Fewer than half of the largest US ciƟes included in this analysis had specific child access prevenƟon laws, despite the 

emerging evidence base of their effecƟveness in reducing youth suicide by restricƟng access to lethal means.  While 

state preempƟon may have been a factor in limiƟng existence of these laws, several ciƟes in states with some level of 

preempƟon did have such laws. CiƟes with laws experimented with different approaches, including regulaƟons on 

dealers, firearm purchasers, and other adults who intenƟonally or inadvertently allow youth to access firearms.  Penal‐

Ɵes varied but may not have been prohibiƟve (weaker penalƟes fall at only $500 per violaƟon, most fell in the $1000 

range) and were not graduated (with 2 excepƟons) for mulƟple or enhanced violaƟons, such as firearms going to 

school.   
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LimitaƟons 

While city laws were reviewed for purposes of understanding the types of approaches that local governments may 

take to address youth access to firearms, this study did not review the specific legal relaƟonship between city and 

state laws or city laws and federal law.  State laws may in fact include stronger provisions on child access prevenƟon, 

or there may be room for stronger legislaƟon at the local level.  Twenty‐seven states in the US had some form of child 

access prevenƟon laws in 2016, according to the  Law Center to Prevent Gun Violence.   Of the 18 states where the 26 

ciƟes included in our study were located, 15 had strong preempƟon provisions, 2 had no preempƟon provisions and 1 

had loose preempƟon.  Finally, we did not review child culpability (juvenile criminal prohibiƟons) for illegal access and/

or discharge of a firearm, nor enforcement of laws, nor caselaw.  This study describes the laws that were in place as of 

September 2015.  Laws may have subsequently changed. 

It is unclear if local health departments in large metro areas are engaged in a public health analysis of opportuniƟes 

to regulate youth access at the local level through local health codes, as a non‐convenƟonal policy approach. As local 

health departments work with larger ciƟes in their regions, exploraƟon of firearm owners’ storage habits and oppor‐

tuniƟes to strengthen local laws can be local public health data and evidence‐driven soluƟons where preempƟon is 

not a factor. 
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