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Background

In a previous report (Series 2, No.1) we sxamined the
imoidence of Firearm casualties im New South Wales and the
characsteristics of both the shooters and victims involved

in gun accidents. We now turn to two other types of Firearm
casualty, namely suicide (nr attempted suicide) and
crimirally inflicted death or injury.

Both have in common the fact that they are not Taccidental'
at lsast in the sense intended in the previocus repart.
However, our review of both suicides and criminal firearm
pasualties will indicate that they ars often impulsive,

'zpur of the moment' acts rather than considersd, intentional
shootings.

Tnevitably, our ar@lysis again focusss on the role played by
the accessible lethal weapon in transforming an aggressive
impulse into & fatality. In the Australian context this
means examinirmg the role played by the sporting rifle or
shotgun rather than the revolver or pistol.

Part1
Suicides/Attempted Suicides

A total of 97 gun suicidss were reported in New South Wales
during the year July 1973 — June 1974%, Nines out of ten
(89.7 per cent) of the victims were men.

Vore than seven out of ten (72,2 per cent) of the shootings
classified by the investigating police as suicides or
attempted suicides resulted in death., While it could be
argued that the remaiming 27 casuvalties included & small
numbar of Tattentinn seeking' cases, the majority represented
seriocus threats to the lives of those involved.

*See thse previous report for a description of the firearms
casualty report system.

For example, 22 of the 27 cases included irnjuries to the
head, chest or abdomen. Obviously, the wounds sustained in
these attempted suicide cases were extreme. In one case,
the bullst pierced the upper end lower Jjaw and tongue and
then fragmented in the upper forehead., In anather, it
passed through the stomach and liver and came cut through
the back. Another young man placed the muzzle of a rifle
against his chest, and the bullet passed near the heart
before lodging in his shoulder.

For all opractical purposes the wholes of the 97 cases of
reported firearm suicides or attempted suicides can be
regarded as serious attempts to terminate 1life. The vast
majority (94 per cent) of the self-shootings were directed
at either the head, chest cr abdomen:

Table 1 Most Serious Wound Location
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Head 71,1
Abdomen 12,4
Chest 10.3
COther 6.2
100,0

For the sakes of convenience we will refer to all the
events encompassed by the above table as 'suicides'.



Age

The age pattern of suicide victims was somewhat different
from that revealed by the earlier study of gun accident
casualties. The latter group containsd a high proportion
of young people in their late teens. Bun suicids cases,
an the other hand, wers more sverdy spread over all age
groups, although youry adults (20—24 years) and middie~
aged (45-54 years) were over—represented, The general
suicide rate {that is, for 411 forms of self-inflicted
death) also peaks between 40 and 50 years of age but does

not show the same substantial increase Emong yournyg adults:

Alcohol

Regardless of their degree of dissatisfaction with life,
most people would admit doubting that they possess the
necessary 'courage! to commit suicide. To what extent,

then, do those who actually attempt suicide with & Firearm

fortify their resolve with alephol?

We have anly a&pdrtial answer to this guestion. Informetion

concerning whether the victim had been drinking was not
available in one third of the suicide cases. Of the 57

cases In which the investigating police offered an opinion,

23 (34.3 per cent) of the victims were said to heve been
drirking prior to the shooting,

Bun suicides ocourrsd more Freguently at weekends than
during the week. Saturday accounted for almost a guarter
(23.7 per cent} of the cases whereas those ocourring on
wednesday, thursday and friday between them represented

2 less than a third (30.8 per cent) of the total.

Table 2 Age of Gun Suicide Victims
(N=88 Age not stated in9 Cases)
General Suicide/Self inflicted Injury Rate /10,000 Pop*

Gun Suicide Rate Per 10,000 Pop
12-7

¥ Based on figures for

Australia, 1969. 116

97

9-3

8-6

78 76

73

31




Although the time of suicide was rot establishsd in eleven
cases, it is clear that comparatively few ocourred between
midnight and dawn., Ofherwise the shootings were fairly
evenly spread, with the exception of the two hour period
£.00 p.m. — £.00 p.m, which accounted for one sixth of the
t+otal suicides. Those who had been drirking were especially
likely to attempt suicide in the sarly hours of the evening.
In fect, two-thirds of this group shot themselves between
€,00 p.m. and midnight.

Table 3

Times of occurrence of Gun Suicides as Percentages

{(N=86; time not established in 11 cases) o
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Weapon

In the First report in this series it was shown that rifles
and sportimg weapons account for more than nine out of ten
gun accidents in New South Wales. A very similar pattern
was found to exist amomg suicide cases. Unly three pistols
and two revolvers were included in the weapons used in the
g7 instances of suicide or attempted suicide¥®:

Tablie 4 Type of Weapon used
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RIFLE aa B82.5
Simgle shot a0
Repeater 28
Self loading 22
SHOT GUN 1" 1.3
Simgle shot 4
Double barrel 7
REVOL.VER/PISTOL 5 5.2
NOT STATED 1 1.0
97 100.0

Three out of four (76,23 per cent) of the weapons used in
suicide cases were .22 calibre. The lethality of this type
of weapon was discussed fully in the previous report, whers
it was noted that it accounted for two-thirds of the gun
acciderts in New South Wales. 0One gun suicide in twelve
involved a 12 geuge shotgun:

*A11l but one of thase handgurms were registered.



Table 5 Calibre of Suicide Weapons &

@&: Qg&é‘
.22 74 76.3
12 gauge B 8.2
L3203 4 4.1
«25 3 3.1
222 2 2.1
«410 2 2.1
Other 4 4.1
97 100.0

Geographic Location

Urtil we have the results of an Australia wide gun census*

it is not possible to test, in any precise way, the
relationship between the distribution of Firearms and their
use as suicide weapons. Howsver the preponderence of rifles
over handguns in Australia, and the far greater number of
firearm accidents among people living im rural areas, support
the commonsense view that there are many more gun awners
living outside the capital cities.

This assumption is important because of the role which guns
can play in translating even a momentary aggressive impulse
towards others o oneself into a fatality. In other words
the ready availability of a lethal weapon may often be more
important than the seriousness of intent of the gun user in
determining whether he or someons else will die.

If our assumption about the distribution ef Firearms is
cerrect, then Table 5 (below) illustrates drematically the
role played by the gun in making it sasier for those in rural
areas to translate thoughts of suicide into = reality:

*A census is being conducted by Professors G. Hawkins and

4 A, Harding.

Table 6 AreaofResidence of Gun Suicide

Victims & o
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Bydney Statistical
Division 2,807,528 21 0.4
Newcastle 146,009 5 3.4
Wollongong 161,143 4 2.8
Rest of State 1,486,200 &85 4.4
Not specified 2

That there was a 44 times greater rate of gun suicide in
rural areas compared with the Sydney Statistical [DMstrict
is not a reflection of the total suicide rate of the two
arsas, When suicides of all types are compared, the Sydney
rate is actuglly 1.4 times that of the 'rest of State', 1.8
times the rate for Newcastle and marginally higher than the
rate for Wollongong:

Total Suicides (1973)
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Sydney 14.6
Newcastls B.z2
Wollongeng 13.0
Rest of State 10.2



Motive

There is a meed to investigate the motives of those who
attempt suicide. It is not unusual to Find & new weapon
and a2ll but one of a new packet of 50 bullets at the scene
of a self-shooting. Hence the expression *The 49 club?
used by ballistics experts to describe many gun sulcides.

Unfortunztely, the existing report form did not require
investigating police to nominate the shooter's motive for
attempting suicide. However, in eight cases it was noted
that the victims had been receiving treatment for mental
disorders and in thrse casss that they wers known previously
to have attempted suicide.

Part 2 Criminal Gun Casualties

There were 76 reported firearm casualties resulting from
criminal activity, during the year July 15973 - Jurme 1974. In
39 cases (51.3 per cent) the victim cisd., More than six out
of tem of the shootings were classified as murder, attempted
murder or manslaughter¥s:

Table7 Types of Criminal Firearm
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Murder 34 44,7
Attempted murder 9 11.8
Manslaughter 5 6.7
Malicious wounding 25 32.9
Shoot, imtent prevent arrest 1 1.3
Shoat, intent cause grevious
bodily harm 2 2.8
76 100.0
Men were much morg likely than women to be either the
shooter or the victim in a criminal firearm casualty.
However, when women did become involved they were thres
ard a half times more likely to be the victim rather
than the attacker in a gun assault:
Sex of Victim/Attacker (N=76)} &
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Men 72.4 g2.0
Women 27.6 8.0

*These offences may have bsen re-defined at a later stage of
the legal process.



Weapon

The earlier reviews of gun accidents and suicides showed
that very few of those casualtiss involved pistols or
revolvers,. Nevertheless, it might be argued that both
acocidents and suicides involve 'ordirmary' members of the
community who are rmot intent on harming others, and
therefore have no reason to acguire a concealable weapon,
Perhaps those who assault others with guns, or use them as
a means of intimidation for personal gain, are more likely
to use a pistol or revolver.

For the moment we will put to ome side robberies and similar
offences where mo ane is wounded, Mowever, in thaose cases
where injury or death result from the criminal use of guns
we find very few instances in which a handgun is used. In
the year under review only three criminal firearm casualties
involved a pistol or revolver. On the other hand, more than
seven out of ten cases involved a rifle, and one in five a
shotgun:

Table 8 Type of Weapon Used &
at &
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* Q%
RIFLE 55 72.4
Single shot 10
Repeater 34
Self loading 5
Alr gun 4
Not established 1
SHOT GUN 1? 22.4
Single shot 5
Double barrel 8
Not specified 3
REVOLVER/PISTOL a 3.9
OTHER 1 1.3

76 100.0

We have previously noted that the .22 celibre weapon was
involved in 05 per cent of Firsarm accidents and 75 per
cent of suicides, Tts role in crimimal firearm casualties
was somewhat lsss dramatic., Nevertheless, .22 calibre
weapons were irvolved in more than half thz gun assaults
and deaths. The 12 gauge shotgun accoumted for slightly
less than one in six of these cases:

Table 9 Calibre of Weapon { Criminal Firearm

Casualties)
x?ﬁ?
& o
& &
¥ Lot
.22 39 51.4
12 gauge 12 15.8
303 8 6.6
222 4 5.3
410 2 2.6
243 2 2.6
.08 2 2.5
Other 8 10,5
Not estahblished 2 2.5
76 100.0

Alcohol

The guestion concerning the consumption of alcohol was
completed in only two-thirds of the criminel firearm
casualty reports. The required data was less often
recorded by the investigating police where the victim
had died,



In more than two out of five (44.0 per cent) of the

4B cases for which complete information was available
the shooter had been drirnking prior to the offence. In
almost as many cases (dU.D per Dent] the victim had been
drirking.

The six hour pericd between 6.00 p.m, and midnight
witressed twice as many criminal firearm casualties as any
equivalent segment of the day.

Table 10 Time Casualty Occurred

(N=73 Time not specifiedin 3 cases)
o
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206 43'8

Both victims and assailants in crimimal ases were
generally older than those involved in  ireaym accidents.
For example, twice as many of the shooters in accident
cases (74.4 per cent)} as in crimimal cases (38.4 per cent
were under twenty five years of age. A similar pattern
existed with respect to the two groups of wvictims.

5till, despite these differences betweern the two types of
casualties, we should not lose sight of the fact that two
out of every three gun assaults and hamicides were epmmitted
by pepple under thirty years of age:

Table 11 Agesof Shooters/Victims

10 = 19 years 21.5 22.4
20 - 24 years 16.9 16.4
25 - 29 years 26.2 17.9
30 - 34 years 10.8 10.4
35 — 39 years 9.2 10.4
40 - 44 years 1.5 16.4
45 = 49 years 9.3 4.6
50 years+ 4.5 1.5
100.0 100.0



H The pattern of wound location was different from that
Table 12 Wound Location revealed by the study of gun accidents. WMore than three

{N=71 Location not statedin4 cases) times as mamy Firearm accident victims [54.4 per cent)
gs those injured or killed in gun assaults (16.3 per
cent} were wounded in the arms or legs. However, the

Neck 4-2 Head 40-3 victims in criminal cases were two and a half times as
& 1ikely to be shot in the head.

Shoulders 2-7 Chest 139 _ _
) Geographic Location

T, P

)Aﬁ v ‘ ‘C There was a higher rate of gun assaults among people
red K s living outside the Sydney metropolitan area. However,
a4 ki the differerces were less pronounced then with gun
suicides, Newcastle and Wollongong had the highest rate
¢ g [apprmximately three shootings per 100,000 papulatiun].
FoRat, Carires) & Next was 'rest of State' (i.e. rural areas), with a rate
[/ I | of 1,88 per 100,000 population, and the Sydney

- Statistical Division (1.38 per 100,000).
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The position is reversed dramatically when we broaden
ack 83 the focus of cur investigation and take account of all
crimes involving the use of firearms, regardless of
whether anyone was injured. To do this we must go
i beyond the casualty reports and make use of general
Legs 111 statistics of crime reported to the police during 1974.
Then we can sse whsther the greater prevalence of gun
assaults and homicides in country arsas is matchad hy
the more freguent use of guns to commit other types of

Abdomen 13-9 KOS
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crime.
| Unfortumately, our gensral statistical data on crimes
2 irvolving Tirearms doss not enable us to identify the
ey usual place of residence of offenders. Nevertheless, if
R we look at armed robberies during 1974, the picture is
o fairly clear: the rate is thirty times higher in Sydney
F than in the 'rest of State'.




Table 13 Robbery involving use of Firearms 1974
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Sydney Statistical

Division 2,807,828 223 7.54

Newcastle 145,143 1 .58

Wollongong 161, 143 6 3,72
Rest of State

1,486,200 9 0.26

The above data toes not tell us why homicides and gun
assaults should ocour as freguently as they do in
country areas, despite the fact that the same regions
have been shown to he relatively free of other forms of
serious crime.* Other research conducted by the Bureau
has provided at least a partial answer to this guestion.®

It has been found that disputes in which a person has
access to a gun are much more likely to result in &
Fatelity than those where other types of weapons are
available, Such homicides are generally unrelated to
other forms of crime. In 80 per cent of cases they
involve lovers, spauses, other family members or
neighbours, Two out of three homicides result from
altercations, especially domestic conflict - clashes
aver money, sex, liguor, children and romantic
entanglements.

Dbviously the citv has no monopoly on thess human motives.

Tt would seem, however, that the conflicts to which they give

pise are resolved differently depending on the availability
of lethal weapons, If in the heat of the moment one of the
protagonists can place his hands on & gun then his opponent
is =t least three times more likely to bs killed than if he

resorted to using the most likely substitute weapon, & knife.

Comment

We have now reviewsd three types of firesarm casualties
{accidents, suicides and esseults) ard found that they all
occur more fraguently in rural areas where, presumably,
there are more guns. However, nelther the general tendency
to suicide or the inclinaticon to commit crime are as strong
in country arsas as they are in the cities of New South
Wales.

The gun plays a2 uniguely effective rols in translating
eggressive impulses inta self-destructive or homicidal acts,
It is at le=ast possikle that stricter controls on the
purchase and distribution of firearms might prevent
momentary impulses from causing fatalities.

Ta explare this possibility we need detailed answers to a
number of guestions including when and how those responsible
for gun assaults and suicides acquire their weapons. With
the help of the Police Ballistics Unit, the Bureau will
attempt to answer these and related guestions in a fimal
report on gun casualtiss, to be published later this yedr.

* Bureau of Crims Btatistics and Research, Statistical

Report No. 6, "Crime in Our Cities' Navember 1972,

® Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Statistical

Report No. 9 '"Gun and Knife Attacks',
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