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GUN CONTROL LAW (BILL C-17), SUICIDE,
AND HOMICIDE IN CANADA'

F. STEPHEN BRIDGES
The University of West Florida

Summary —Canadian Bill C-17 was implemented in 1991 to restrict the use of
firearms, providing a chance to investigate the effect of firearm control laws in the use
of firearms for suicide and homicide. Following Lester and Leenaars’ comprehensive
studies, the present study examined the use of firearms for suicide and homicide dur-
ing the period prior to the bill and during the period affer the passing of Bill C-17 to
assess the association of the bill with rates of suicide and homicide by method. Analy-
sis showed a significant decrease after passage of Bill C-17 in the rates of suicides and
homicides involving firearms and the percentage of suicides using firearms. The analy-
sis provides support for the position that restricting the availability of firearms as a
lethal means of committing suicide and homicide may help reduce the numbers of
suicides and homicides.

Canada’s Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1977 (Bill C-51) has been in
force since 1978. Since 1978, two additional bills have been passed by Cana-
dians, i.e., Bills C-17 in 1991 and C-68 in 1995. Dauvergne (2002) reported
that firearm control Bill C-17 “strengthened the screening provisions for
Firearm Acquisition Certificate (FAC) applicants by requiring completion of
a multipage form with a variety of questions concerning the applicant’s per-
sonal and criminal history, personal references, picture, and a mandatory 28-
day waiting period for approved FAC applicants” (p. 10).

Has legislative restriction of firearms had a preventive effect on suicide
and homicide by firearms in Canada? Mundt (1990) reported that Bill C-51
had little effect on suicides, homicides, and accidental deaths. On the other
hand, Lester and Leenaars (1993, 1994) provided the first really comprehen-
sive report on the preventive effect of Bill C-51 on suicide in Canada. Using
suicide data from Statistics Canada (Statistics Canada, annual), these re-
searchers used the numbers of suicides by method for the period 1969 to
1985. They compared suicides by type in an 8-yr. period before Bill C-51
(1969 to 1976) was passed with an 8-yr. period after the bill’s passage (1978
to 1985). Likewise, Leenaars, Cantor, Connolly, EchoHawk, Gailiene, He,
Kokorina, Lester, Lopatin, Rodriguez, Schlebusch, Takahashi, Vijayakumar,
and Wenckstern (2000) reported that these “‘data suggest that strict firearm
control laws may be associated with changes in suicide rates. To check
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whether individuals may have switched to other methods, Lester and Lee-
naars applied simple linear regression analysis to examine the trends in sui-
cide rates [1993]. They concluded that after passage and enforcement of Bill
C-51, both the rate of suicide by firearms and the percentage of suicides
using firearms showed a significant decrease. In comparison, the rates of sui-
cide by all other methods and the total suicide rate decreased but not sig-
nificantly. There was no increase in other methods for suicide from 1978 to
1985. Indeed, by 1985 both the firearm suicide rate and the suicide rate by
other methods were at their lowest since 1977” (p. 641). In sum, these re-
sults and those of other studies (Carrington & Moyer, 1994a, 1994b; Lee-
naars & Lester, 1994, 1998) suggested that stricter gun control laws may
well be associated with changes in suicide and homicide rates.

In 1964 Stengel proposed that restriction of firearms would lead to a
lowering of the rate of suicide by all methods but may also lead to compen-
satory use of other methods, e.g., jumping to death from high places and use
of lethal medication. Later in 1989, Clarke and Lester suggested that anoth-
er preventive approach, besides individual treatment with drugs and psycho-
therapy and establishing suicide prevention centers, might be to restrict easy
access to lethal methods for suicide.

Researchers (Leenaars & Lester, 1997, 1998; Leenaars, et al., 2000;
Lester, 2000) suggested that researchers might investigate the effect of gun
control legislation as the data on the use of firearms for suicide and homi-
cidal deaths become available. Therefore, the purpose of the present study is
to gauge the effectiveness of such a restrictive approach by examining the
effect of the passage of firearm control legislation in Canada in 1991 (Bill
C-17). In addition, a second purpose is to assess whether the availability of
firearms affects the frequency of their use in suicide and for homicide, and,
if so, does this means, i.e., firearms, of suicide and homicide simply result in
displacement of suicidal or homicidal intent to other means, with no overall
reduction in the rates of suicide or homicide.

METHOD

Taking previous suggestions (Leenaars & Lester, 1997; Lester, 2000) to
heart, in the present study Lester and Leenaars’ methods (1993) were used
to examine the use of firearms for suicide in the 7-yr. period prior to Bill
C-17 and in the 7-yr. period after the passage of this bill to assess whether
the restrictions on firearms were associated with suicide rates. The data for
the total rate of homicide and suicide, homicide and suicide by firearms, and
homicide and suicide by all other methods were calculated by the author
from Federal Government data (Hung, 2002, Table 15); Statistics Canada
(2002) provided the raw data, and the rates were calculated by the author,
except for the percentage of all suicides involving firearms and the percent-
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age of all homicidal deaths involving firearms (Hung, 2002, Population of
Canada data). This permitted a comparison of the 7-yr. period before Bill C-
17 (1984 to 1990) and the 7-yr. period after the bill's passage (1992 to
1998). These sources provide the official statistics on suicide and homicide
in Canada.

REsuLTs
Comparisons of suicides and homicides before and after the passage
and enforcement of Bill C-17 (see Tables 1 and 2) show the rate of suicide
using firearms (from means of 4.09 per 100,000 per year to 3.17) and the
mean percentage of suicides using firearms (from 31.2% to 24.5%) de-
creased significantly, while the rate of suicide by all other methods (from

TABLE 1
Suicipe Rates (Per 100,000) i CanapA BEFORE AND AFTER PassaGe ofF BiL C-17 1N 1991
Year Suicide Rate % Suicide
Total Firearms Other Methods by Firearms
1984 13.43 4.10 9.33 305
1985 12.61 4.02 8.59 31.9
1986 14.06 4.54 9.52 323
1987 13.59 4.25 9.34 313
1988 13.10 3.98 9.12 304
1989 12.80 3.94 8.85 30.8
1990 12.20 3.80 8.39 31.2
M 13.11 4.09 9.02 31.2
SE 0.24 0.09 0.16 0.71
1991 12.82 3,96 8.86 30.9
1992 13.07 3.69 9.38 283
1993 13.25 3.67 9.58 27.7
1994 12.91 3.35 9.56 26.0
1995 13.52 3.10 10.42 22.9
1996 13.28 2.97 10.31 224
1997 12.28 2.72 9.56 22.1
1998 12.23 2.70 9.53 22.1
M 12.93 3.17 9.76 245
SE 0.19 0.16 0.16 1.04
¢ 0.59 5.08 -3.30 6.24
two-tailed p ns .001 .01 .001

9.02 to 9.76) increased significantly. However, the total rate of suicide did
not change significantly. Similarly, it can also be seen that the total rate of
homicide (from 2.04 to 1.71), by firearms (from .69 to .57), and by all other
methods (from 1.35 to 1.15) decreased significantly. In addition, the per-
centage of homicides using firearms did not change significantly. These re-
sults suggest that the passage and enforcement of Bill C-17 may have re-
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TABLE 2
Howmicipe Rates (Per 100,000) in CaNaDA BEFORE AND AFTER PassaGe or Biir C-17 v 1991
Year Homicide Rate % Homicide
Total Firearms Other Methods by Firearms
1984 2.26 0.84 1.43 36.9
1985 2.08 0.69 1.39 333
1986 1.97 0.65 131 33.1
1987 2.14 0.71 1.43 33.1
1988 1.82 0.56 1.25 31.0
1989 2.02 0.71 131 353
1990 2.00 0.66 1.34 32.9
M 2.04 0.69 1.35 33.66
SE 0.05 0.03 0.02 0.72
1991 2.22 0.86 1.36 38.6
1992 2.10 0.75 1.35 35.8
1993 1.83 0.60 1.23 329
1994 1.72 0.59 1.13 34.1
1995 1.67 0.49 1.17 29.7
1996 1.72 0.60 1.13 34.6
1997 1.44 0.52 0.92 36.2
1998 1.54 0.43 1.12 27.6
M 1.71 0.57 1.15 32.99
SE 0.08 0.04 0.05 1.21
¢ 335 2.40 3.66 0.48
two-tailed p .006 .03 .003 64

duced the use of firearms for suicides and homicides, but that individuals
may have switched to other methods for suicide, and the significant decrease
in homicides using firearms may only reflect a significant overall decrease in
homicide by all methods. The rate for total homicide decreased by .33 per
100,000. Within this rate decrease, firearms accounted for 36%, and all oth-
er methods accounted for 64%.

A simple linear regression analysis was undertaken to check for changes
in rates of suicide and homicide during each 7-yr. period. In Tables 3 and 4
the regressions for suicide and homicide prior to Bill C-17 indicate that the
total rates of suicide and homicide in Canada, those by firearms and by all
other methods, and for the percentage of suicides and homicides using fire-
arms all showed ronsignificant decreases.

After the passage and enforcement of Bill C-17 in Canada, the rates of
firearm suicide and homicide (the slopes of the regression lines were —0.188
and —0.041, respectively), the percentage of suicides using firearms (-1.19),
and the total rate of homicide in Canada and by all other methods (~0.088
and —0.047, respectively) showed significant decreases. There were no signif-
icant changes in total rate of suicide, percentage of homicides using firearms,
or rate of suicide by other methods. If persons did switch from using fire-
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TABLE 3
PEARSON rs AND LiNEAR REGREssioN Over TiMe For EacH Seven-vear Periop
Year Suicide Rate % Suicide
Total Firearms Other Methods by Firearms

1984-1990

Pearson -52 -51 -50 - .22

b -.15 ~-.06 -10 - .07

SE 11 .04 .08 .14

p ns ns ns ns
1992-1998

Pearson r -.63 ~.98 22 - .94

b -15 -19 .04 -1.19

SE .08 .02 .01 .20

p ns .001 ns .002

arms to other methods for suicide, this tendency did not significantly in-
crease from 1992 to 1998. Interestingly, however, by 1998, while the rate of
suicide using firearms was at the lowest value since 1991, the rate of suicide
by all other methods was at a value higher than it was in either 1991 or
1992.

TABLE 4
PeARSON #s AND LINEAR REGRESSION OvER TiME FOR EAcH SEVEN-YEAR PERIOD
Year Homicide Rate % Homicide
Total Firearms Other Methods by Firearms

1984-1990

Pearson r -.58 -.54 =55 -41

b -.04 -.03 —.02 -36

SE .02 .01 .01 36

P ns ns ns ns
1992-1998

Pearson r -.89 -.84 -78 -42

b -.09 -.04 -05 -63

SE .02 .01 .02 .60

p .01 .02 .04 ns

DiscussioN

The goal of the present study was to explore whether restricting the
availability of lethal means for suicide and homicide through legislation actu-
ally prevented these lethal acts. Like several studies before this one, the
present results suggest that stricter firearm control laws are seemingly associ-
ated with changes in rates of suicide and homicide. Canadian Bill C-17 may
have had several beneficial effects, i.e., continuing to help lower the rates of
suicide and homicide by firearms. These findings agree with the earlier work
of others who examined the effect of an earlier Canadian Bill C-51 on the
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rates of firearm suicide or firearm homicide or both (Lester & Leenaars,
1993, 1994; Carrington & Moyer, 1994a, 1994b; Leenaars & Lester, 1994,
1997; Leenaars, Moksony, Lester, & Wenckstern, 2003). These earlier re-
searchers had reported that the beneficial effect of Canadian Bill C-51 (pass-
ed in 1977 and enforced in 1978) was to lower the rate of suicide or homi-
cide by firearms. There are others who do not believe that restricting the
availability of the method is an effective approach to preventing suicide and
homicide (Kleck, 1991).

So like earlier researchers, the present study provides a test of Stengel’s
(1964) and Clarke and Lester’s (1989) speculations. There is evidence in the
present study to suggest perhaps persons switched to other methods for sui-
cides besides using firearms. It appears that persons may have switched from
firearms to other methods for suicide because use of other methods sigrnifi-
cantly increased from 1992 to 1998. This finding is inconsistent with previ-
ous studies (Lester & Leenaars, 1993, 1994; Carrington & Moyer, 1994a,
1994b; Leenaars & Lester, 1996, 1997) which indicated no substitution for
firearms of other methods for suicide and no overall reduction in suicide
rate following passage and enforcement of Canadian Bill C-51. It should also
be noted that, while the rate of suicide using firearms was at its lowest value
(2.70 in 1998) since 1991 (3.96), the rate of suicide by all other methods was
at an even higher value in 1998 (9.53) than it was in 1991 (8.86). These find-
ings for 1984-1998 are consistent with Rich, Young, Fowler, Wagner, and
Black (1990) who reported that stricter firearm control laws in Toronto pro-
duced a decrease in suicide using guns matched by an increase of suicides
using other methods like jumping. However, their sample of suicides was
limited, making their statistical analysis unreliable.

Lester (1993), in Leenaars and Lester (1994), noted “a phenomenon
called ‘displacement’ by criminologists, [is that] which impedes efforts to
prevent crime by restricting access to situational facilitating factors” (p. 82).
However, in the present study there is no evidence that persons intending to
commit murder may have switched to other means for murder since the rate
using all other methods for homicide did not increase while the total homi-
cide rate remained unchanged. Both the rate of homicide using firearms
(.43) and the rate of homicide by all other methods (1.12) were at their low-
est and near lowest values, respectively, since 1991 (.86 and 1.36, respective-
ly). Thus, like previous studies (Lester, 1993; Leenaars & Lester, 1994) “dis-
placement” appears not to have occurred in the overall population of Can-
ada. Lastly, in contrast to the present findings, Leenaars and Lester (1997)
reported that “displacement” from guns to other methods for homicide did
occur for those younger than 55 years.

Interestingly, Gannon (2001) reported that in the USA the decrease in
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violent crime was more pronounced than in Canada. For example, Mauser
(2002) reported that “over the past decade, the Canadian homicide rate has
declined about 25 percent, but the violent crime rate has not changed. In
the US during the same period, both the homicide and the violent crime
rates have plummeted by more than 40 percent. We can’t credit gun laws
entirely with this success. In both countries, the aging population has helped
bring down crime rates, and in the US long jail sentences for violent crimi-
nals have also been effective” (p. 29).

Finally, as previously discussed by Leenaars and Lester (1997), social
characteristics such as the rates of unemployment or divorce in Canada may
have changed during the time frame of this study (1984 to 1998) and may
have affected the results. Leenaars, Yang, and Lester (1993) reported that
many social changes were monotonic over most, if not all, of the 1969-1985
time frame in the Leenaars and Lester gun control study (1997). Similarly
monotonic in the present study, the unemployment rate was 11.3% in 1984,
then dipped to 7.5% in 1989, before rising to 11.4% in 1993 and then fi-
nally dropping to 8.3% in 1998. The crude divorce rate rose from 2.5 in
1984, peaking at 3.6 in 1987 and dropping to 2.3 in 1998. The crude birth
rate dropped steadily from 14.6 in 1984 to 11.3 in 1998. Female participa-
tion in the labor force rose from 53.7 in 1984 to 58.4 in 1998. Therefore,
Leenaars and Lester (1997) reasoned that, while it might be possible these
changes may have affected overall suicide and homicide rates, it would be
difficult to reason that these changes affected the choice of methods for sui-
cide and homicide.

In conclusion, the present findings, like those of Leenaars and Lester in
1997, seem to indicate that restricting the availability of the method might
be an effective way to prevent suicide and homicide. On the other hand,
from 1986 to the 1990s more than 25 states in the United States have passed
right-to-carry concealed handgun legislation (Mauser, 2002). These laws al-
low citizens without criminal records or histories of significant mental illness
to carry concealed handguns with a permit. Lott and Mustard (1997) report-
ed that “In the case of suicide, carrying concealed handguns increases the
probability that a gun will be available to commit suicide with when an indi-
vidual feels particularly depressed, and thus it could conceivably increase the
number of suicides. As Table 2 showed, while only a small portion of acci-
dental deaths are actually attributable to handgun laws, there still remains the
question whether concealed handgun laws affected the total number of
deaths through their effect on accidental deaths” (p. 71). In 1997, Lott esti-
mated that, if those states without right-to-carry concealed handgun laws
had adopted them in 1992, county- and state-level data indicated that about
1,500 homicides would have been avoided yearly and without significantly
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increasing accidental deaths. In 2000, Lott reported that violent crime, i.e.,
homicide, aggravated assault, and robbery, decreased faster in those states
that had passed concealed carry laws than in the rest of the United States.
Certainly something else to consider is the fact that a much larger pro-
portion of suicides are committed with handguns, and perhaps even some of
these accidental deaths were actually suicides that went undiscovered. More
research is still needed to clarify the conclusion that Canada’s gun control
laws are having a significant positive effect on both suicide and homicide.
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