
SURGEONS GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES 

December 14, 2022

The Honorable Joseph Biden 
President of the United States 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue N.W. 
Washington, DC 20500 

Dear President Biden: 

We, the former Surgeons General of the United States, respectfully request that you strongly consider 
directing the present Surgeon General of the United States to lead the generation of a Surgeon General's 
Report on the epidemic of gun violence, to include public health approaches to preventing gun violence. 

The four of us Surgeons General have had the privilege to work in Republican and Democratic 
administrations through several decades. Although we acknowledge the expected different political 
approaches to policy over the years, we remain strongly unified in our commitment to a long overdue 
Surgeon General's Report to scientifically study the complex causes of gun violence and the possible 
remedies. 

In 1988, US Surgeon General C. Everett Koop issued an official provocative report on the dangers of 

smoking. Building on the pioneering 1964 report by Dr. Luther Terry, Dr. Koop warned the nation that 

nicotine was as addictive as cocaine or heroin, and that tobacco products posed danger to public health. 

Controversial at the time, Dr. Koop's report resulted in forty subsequent US Surgeon General's reports on 

smoking, millions of dollars of federal funding towards healthcare research, and led to a marked decline in 

smoking rates in the United States. 

Less well-known is an editorial Dr. Koop penned in 1992 for The Journal of the American Medical 

Association titled "Violence in America: A Public Health Emergency." After reviewing the data on firearm 

violence in the United States, Dr. Koop and co-author Dr. George D. Lundberg declared that "no society, 

including ours, need be permeated by firearm homicide. This is unacceptable ... we believe violence in 

America to be a public health emergency, largely unresponsive to methods thus far used in its control." 

28 years later, not one word of that editorial need be changed as we remain vexed by firearm violence in 

America. 

Every year, approximately 40,000 Americans die from firearm-related injuries, and perhaps as many as 

200,000 more suffer non-fatal injuries, resulting in permanent physical and mental trauma and lead to 

billions of dollars a year in healthcare costs. These statistics place firearm violence in the top five causes of 

injury death in the United States, recently overtaking motor vehicle crashes. Compared to other high

income countries, the United States' firearm homicide rate is 25 times higher --- and when one considers 

the rates for youths aged 15-24, young Americans are a staggering 49 times more likely to be murdered 



with a gun. Overall, Americans are ten times as likely to die from gun violence in the forms of suicide,
homicide, mass and accidental shootings, and in recent months, during the COVID pandemic, the rates of

gun violence have only gone up.

‘There is little question that firearm violence is a public health crisis. And yet, unlike for homelessness,
‘opioids or other determinantsofhealth, there has never been a US Surgeon General's Report on gun
violence in America. Not one.

Why is a US Surgeon General's Report necessary? Gun violence is a complex, multi-dimensional issue that
‘must be studied like a disease: Systematically, from multiple-angles, with a focus on risk factors and
preventative measures and an eye towards long-term effects. No single approach will work, because there
is no single cause or manifestation ofgun violence. Mass shootings are shocking, tragic occurrences, but
annually they account for 1-2%ofvictims offirearm violence, the majorityofwhom take their own lives
‘with a gun. The high ratesoffircarm homicide among the elderly and young African-American men cannot
be studied without considering their social determinants — mentalillness, joblessness, education, poverty

and substance abuse, and despair — which create agun-friendly environment in the first place. The

protective measures for those young men cannot be the same ones for the estimated 4.7 million American

children who live in households with guns not safely stored.

AUS Surgeon General's Report would not be the simplistic call for “gun control” but instead would
encourage studies designed to identify the complex medical, social, legal and political factors that all

contribute to the unacceptable level offirearm violence. The endgameofthis effort would identify

‘commonsense measures that may lower the risks of firearm injuries and deaths and encourage interventions
that would mitigate them.

‘We acknowledge that no one group can define the path forward. It is therefore important to include.
Physicians, law enforcement, community organizations, legislators and gun-owners as stakeholders in this

conversation andconsider all perspectives in this endeavor.

We strongly feel that our government must publicly acknowledge the severityofthis public health problem
and lay out a plan ofaction for how to best study and prevent this longstanding epidemic.

It’s time for a US Surgeon General's Report on gun violence, a first and essential tool to understand the
epidemic in our country and how we can solve it. Given the tools, we will start the necessary work to

mitigate gun violence in America.

Respectfully,
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