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SUMMARY

The Office of Legislative Oversight (OLO) finds the racial equity and social justice (RESJ) impact of Bill 36-23 is
indeterminant since there is no data on gun purchasers in the County by race and ethnicity. Additionally, no research
was found on the impact of suicide awareness and firearm education literature on gun suicides. OLO offers one policy
option for Council consideration.

PURPOSE OF RESJ IMPACT STATEMENTS

The purpose of RESJ impact statements (RESJIS) is to evaluate the anticipated impact of legislation on racial equity and
social justice in the County. Racial equity and social justice refer to a process that focuses on centering the needs,
leadership, and power of communities of color and low-income communities with a goal of eliminating racial and social
inequities.! Achieving racial equity and social justice usually requires seeing, thinking, and working differently to address
the racial and social harms that have caused racial and social inequities.?

PURPOSE OF BILL 36-23

Suicides, and in particular gun suicides, are a serious and growing public health problem in the United States.>* According
to provisional data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), gun suicides accounted for 56 percent of
gun-related deaths in 2022.5 Further, researchers at Johns Hopkins found the gun suicide rate reached all-time highs in
recent years following steady growth since 2006.5 Many jurisdictions have turned to gun safety policies to address the
growing concern of gun suicides.”

If enacted, Bill 36-23 would require the Montgomery County Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) to prepare
and distribute literature to each gun shop in the County regarding gun and firearm safety; gun and firearm training; suicide
prevention; mental health; and conflict resolution.® Each gun shop would be required to make the literature visible and
available at the point of sale and to distribute the literature to each customer upon a sale of a gun, firearm, or fixed
ammunition. According to the Bill’s sponsor, these steps are intended to “reduce harm by providing potentially lifesaving
information when someone is purchasing a firearm or ammunition.”®

Failure of a gun shop to display or distribute the literature would be a Class A civil violation, which currently carries a
maximum penalty of S500 for an initial offense and $750 for a repeat offense.’® DHHS representatives would be authorized
to issue a civil citation to an owner of a gun shop for noncompliance.*

Bill 36-23, Sale of Firearms or Ammunition — Suicide Awareness and Firearm Education (SAFE) Act, was introduced by the
Council on September 26, 2023.

In August 2022, OLO published a RESJIS on Expedited Bill 21-22, Weapons — Firearms In or Near Places of Public Assembly.*?
Please refer to this RESJIS for more information on gun violence and racial equity.
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MENTAL HEALTH AND RACIAL EQUITY

As described by the Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion (ODPHP), the social determinants of health “are
the conditions in the environments where people are born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age that affect a wide
range of health, functioning, and quality-of-life outcomes and risks.” > ODPHP groups the social determinants of health
into five domains: economic stability, education access and quality, health care access and quality, neighborhood and
built environment, and social and community context.!*

A deep history of oppression and marginalization of Black, Indigenous, and Other People of Color (BIPOC) in the United
States has created structural racial inequities in the social determinants of health. As described in “How Structural
Racism Works — Racist Policies as a Root Cause of U.S. Racial Health Inequities:”

“As a legacy of African enslavement, structural racism affects both population and individual health in three
interrelated domains: redlining and racialized residential segregation, mass incarceration and police violence,
and unequal medical care. These examples, among others, share certain cardinal features: harms are historically
grounded, involve multiple institutions, and rely on racist cultural tropes.”*®

Structural racial inequities in the social determinants of health cause racial disparities across a range of health conditions
and compound the consequences of health conditions for BIPOC.%® Particularly on mental health and substance use
disorders, a study of 2020 survey data by KFF found that BIPOC were less likely than White people to report experiencing
any mental illness or substance use disorders.'” However, the researchers noted that BIPOC may be underdiagnosed due
to a “lack of culturally sensitive screening tools that detect mental illness” and structural barriers, such as inequities in
health care access and treatment. For example, a Blue Cross Blue Shield study of 3.1 million medical claims of people
with major depression found that:!®

e Major depression goes undiagnosed and untreated at disproportionally greater rates in majority Black and
Latinx communities;

e The presence of more mental and behavioral health providers in Black and Latinx communities is associated with
higher diagnosis rates for major depression; and

e When treated for major depression, Black and Latinx communities have a lower frequency of both prescription
drug treatment and counseling.

Deaths by Suicide. Depression and other mental ilinesses are among the individual risk factors for suicide.’® For the last
twenty years, Native American and White people have consistently experienced the highest rates of death by suicide
overall and particularly by firearms in the U.S.2%2! Similarly, between 2017 and 2019, White people had the highest suicide
mortality rate in the County at 11.3 per 100,000 people, compared to 6.1 for Black people, 5.7 for Asian people, and 3.7
for Latinx people.?

National data however points to suicide rates increasing among BIPOC. While national suicide rates for White people have
decreased in more recent years, suicide rates for Native American, Black and Latinx people have increased.? Specifically,
between 2018 and 2021, the suicide rate among Black children and young adults between the ages of 10 and 24 increased
by 37 percent. Further, in the same time period, suicide rates for Native American, Black, and Latinx adults between the
ages of 25 and 44 increased by 34 percent, 23 percent, and 19 percent, respectively.?* On gun suicides, researchers at
Johns Hopkins found that Black and Latinx people saw the sharpest increase in gun suicide rates from 2020 to 2021.%
Additionally, researchers at Johns Hopkins recently found the gun suicide rate among Black children and teens ages 10 to
19 surpassed the rate among White children and teens for the first time on record in 2022.%6
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ANTICIPATED RESJ IMPACTS

To consider the anticipated impact of Bill 36-23 on RESJ in the County, OLO recommends the consideration of two
related questions:

e Who are the primary beneficiaries of this bill?

e What racial and social inequities could passage of this bill weaken or strengthen?

For the first question, OLO considered the demographics of constituents purchasing firearms, as they would benefit
from literature on suicide awareness and firearm education. However, there is no data on race and ethnicity of
constituents purchasing firearms in the County.

For the second question, OLO considered how the Bill could impact racial and ethnic disparities in gun suicides. OLO
referred to RAND’s “Gun Policy Research Review,” a resource that contains a systematic review of research on gun
policies and their impact on gun use outcomes, including on suicides.?” RAND’s resource did not include a review of
research on the impact of educational literature on gun use outcomes. OLO also could not locate research on this topic
beyond RAND’s resource.

Taken together, OLO finds the RESJ impact of Bill 36-23 is indeterminant.

RECOMMENDED AMENDMENTS

The Racial Equity and Social Justice Act requires OLO to consider whether recommended amendments to bills aimed at
narrowing racial and social inequities are warranted in developing RESJ impact statements.?® OLO finds the RESJ impact
of Bill 36-23 is indeterminant. As such, OLO does not offer recommended amendments. However, should the Council
seek to improve the RESJ impact of this Bill, OLO offers one policy option for discussion and consideration:

e Commission a comprehensive study of suicide trends and suicide prevention in the County by race and
ethnicity. While County data demonstrates that suicide rates are highest among White constituents, national
data suggests that suicide rates are increasing among BIPOC. Further, structural racial inequities in community
level risk factors, such as access to health care,? could make BIPOC at increased risk of suicide. The Council
could commission a study on suicides in the past five to ten years to understand local trends in suicides by race
and ethnicity. The study could also review suicide risk factors impacting constituents by race and ethnicity and
protective factors that could mitigate the risks. Findings from the research could be used to inform targeted
policy solutions by race and ethnicity to help reduce suicide rates among all constituents.

CAVEATS

Two caveats to this racial equity and social justice impact statement should be noted. First, predicting the impact of
legislation on racial equity and social justice is a challenging analytical endeavor due to data limitations, uncertainty, and
other factors. Second, this RESJ impact statement is intended to inform the legislative process rather than determine
whether the Council should enact legislation. Thus, any conclusion made in this statement does not represent OLO's
endorsement of, or objection to, the bill under consideration.
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! Definition of racial equity and social justice adopted from “Applying a Racial Equity Lens into Federal Nutrition Programs” by
Marlysa Gamblin, et.al. Bread for the World, and from Racial Equity Tools. https://www.racialequitytools.org/glossary
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