
Each day in the United States, an average of 16 children and youth under the age of
20 years are killed and many more are injured by guns.1 In 1999, 12.3% of deaths
nationally and 18.6% of deaths in Los Angeles County among children and youth
less than 20 years of age were due to firearms.2,3 The availability and accessibility of
firearms in and around the home increases the chances of a child being killed or
injured. As a result, if firearms are present in the home, they should be kept unloaded
and placed in locations that are not accessible to children.1,4 To maximize safety,
firearms should be unloaded and locked in a cabinet, lockbox, or other firearm
container, and stored separately from locked ammunition.1,5 In 1998, 19% of the
United States population lived in homes with loaded and unlocked firearms.6

The following data on the prevalence and storage of guns in Los Angeles County is
based on self-reported information from the 1999–2000 Los Angeles County
Health Survey. A series of firearm questions were asked including whether a firearm
(including pistols, shotguns and rifles; and excluding BB guns, starter pistols, or
guns that cannot fire ammunition) is kept in or around the home (including the
garage, outdoor storage area, car, truck, or other motor
vehicle), how often these firearms are kept loaded, and
how often these firearms are locked in a cabinet, box
or other firearm container. 

The following data should be considered minimal estimates and should be
interpreted with caution. Firearm ownership is likely to have been underreported
given the results of a national survey that found a much higher prevalence of gun
ownership.7 In addition, respondents may have provided socially desirable answers to
questions about storage practices resulting in an underestimate of the number and
percentage of children at risk.

Firearm Ownership
➜ Overall, the self-reported prevalence of possessing a firearm was

15% countywide.
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➜ The prevalence of having a firearm in or around
the home was 16% among households without
children and 13% among households with
children under the age of 18 years.

➜ In contrast, a national study reported a 35%
prevalence of firearms in houses with children,7

suggesting a substantial degree of underreporting
in the present survey.

Firearm Storage
➜ 58% of respondents with firearms in or around the

house reported unsafe storage practices (Figure 1).

➜ Unsafely stored firearms were reported among
65% of respondents without children, 45% of
respondents with children under age 18, and 48%
among respondents with children less than six
years of age.

➜ Very unsafe storage practices (firearms kept loaded
and unlocked) were reported by 18% of all
respondents, 21% of respondents without
children, 11% of respondents with children less
than 18, and 14% of respondents with children
under six years of age.

➜ Based on these percentages, a minimum of 114,000
children reside in households with unsafely stored
firearms—23,000 in homes with very unsafe
storage practices and 91,000 (43,000 + 48,000) in
homes with unsafe storage practices (Figure 2).

➜ African-Americans reported the highest prevalence
of overall unsafe firearm storage (67%), including
26% who reported very unsafe storage; 62% of
Whites reported unsafe firearm storage, including
19% who reported very unsafe storage (Figure 3).
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Figure 1.  Prevalence of Unsafe and Very Unsafe Firearm Storage
Practices in Households with and without Children, 
Los Angeles County 1999
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Figure 2.  Firearm Storage Practices and Number of Children 
(<18 Years) Exposed, Los Angeles County 1999*
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Figure 3.  Prevalence of Unsafe and Very Unsafe Firearm Storage
Practices by Race, Los Angeles County 1999

*Caution as these numbers represent minimum estimates


