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Violence Prevention Coalition 
Billie Weiss 

Injury is the principal public health 
problem in the USA today. It is the 
leading cause of death and 

disability for the population from 1 to 
44 years of age in Los Angeles 
County. Close to 2.3 million injuries 
occur in the County each year. More 
than 5400 result in death, 92 000 
require hospitalization, and at least 
2 000 000 require some medical 
attention. Motor vehicle accidents and 
homicide are the most frequent causes 
of injuries resulting in death in Los 
Angeles. 

Because of the enormous social 
and financial burden caused by these 
injuries and the need to address the 
problem from a public health 
perspective, the Los Angeles County 
Health Department established a unit 
devoted to injury prevention and 
control, with financial help from the 
State of California. 

Interpersonal violence is the 
leading cause of death for minority 
youth in Los Angeles. In 1991 alone, 

The Coalition was brought 
together by a mutual belief 
that the current level of 
violence and the resulting 
iniuries are unacceptable. 
Violence must be addressed 
as an epidemic affecting each 
one of us. 

there were more than 2000 homicides. 
The majority of both victims and 
perpetrators were males less than 35 
years of age, and an increasing 
proportion of this violence is related to 
youthful street gangs. The proportion 
of gang-related homicides has climbed 
from less than 20% of total homicides 
in 1980 to more than 37% in 1991. 
Most gang members are from one of 
the minorities in the 15 to 34-year-old 
age group. 

Young immigrants in western Europe . "Culture shock" is all too common among minority groups 
and host populations alike . 

In response to the public health 
crisis caused by violent injuries, the 
Injury Prevention and Control Project 
formed the Violence Prevention 
Coalition in 1991. This group consists 
of more than 100 members who are 
experts in a particular category of 
violence or violence prevention. 
Coalition members include 
representatives from the community, 
business, medicine, public health, law 
enforcement, community-based 
organizations, the academic 
community and schools, as well as the 
State of California Department of 
Health Services and, most recently, 
the Centers for Disease Control. All 
are working together in a collaborative 
effort to reduce violence by measuring 
the magnitude of the problem, and by 
developing and promoting effective 
programmes to prevent the injuries 
caused by violence. 

Unacceptable epidemic 
The Coalition was brought together by 
a mutual belief that the current level 
of violence and the resulting injuries 
are unacceptable. Violence can no 
longer be treated as merely a law 
enforcement issue but must be 
addressed as an epidemic affecting 
each one of us. The Coalition 
members are in agreement that 
violence and violence prevention are 
the concern and responsibility of all 
segments of the public and private 
sectors. Moreover, a multidisciplinary 
approach utilizing the specific talents 
and expertise of the various 
disciplines can call attention to the 
problem, promote and implement 
prevention and intervention 
programmes, and evaluate programme 
effectiveness in order to significantly · 
reduce violence and the resultant 
injuries. In addition, the Coalition · 
provides a forum for influencing 
public policy regarding public health 
violence prevention in Los Angeles. 

Activities of the Coalition include: 
tracking and sponsoring legislation, 
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A town ads against guns 

In 1990, 43% of the United States population aged 18 
and over owned a firearm - pistol , shotgun or rifle. Men 
were much more likely to own guns (53%) than were 
women (34%). Each year more than 600 000 cri mes are 
committed in the USA using handguns; mostly in cit ies. The 
victims and perpetrators of these crimes are most likely to 
be young males ( 16 to 34) ; 56% of the population are 
afra id of becoming victims of violent crime, yet fewer than 
3% actua lly wi ll be victims. 

homes with guns. 
Gory's solution to the firearm problem focuses not on 

w hether individuals have a "right" to own a gun but rather 
on the responsible possession and use of guns- and on 
accountability w hen they are misused. Three actions form 
the core of the Gory Initiative, w hich is being promoted by 
the Gory "Healthy City" Committee. 
• A ban on the manufacture, sale or importation of 

automatic or semiautomatic weapons except by mil i
tary or police officia ls. The town of Gory, Ind iana (population 160 000) 

resolved as a .commun ity to address the issue of abuse of 
firearms in a creative manner that would promote the 
commun ity's health . The criminal use of firearms has long 
been a community concern , but increasing attention is 
turning to the link between gun ownership and family 
violence . O ne study showed that handgun owners are 43 
times more likely to kill themselves or a fam ily member than 
to shoot a criminal ; su ic ide is fi ve times more common in 

• A requirement that anyone owning a firearm be respon
sible for its safekeeping from children or incompetent 
persons, or else face criminal charges. 

• Imposition of an added tax on weapons manufactured 
or imported into the State of Indiana; such a tax would 
be used in part to compensate innocent victims of 
firearm use. 

investigating the media 's role in 
violence, identifying curricula being 
used by schools, studying the effect of 
violence on the schools, establishing a 
comprehensive educational campaign 
about the effect of violence on the 
community, exploring community 
resources and programmes, and 
developing interactions between 
community-based organizations. 
Furthermore, the Coalition is 
exploring sources of data to quantify 
the scale of the problem, and drawing 
up standard definitions and 
developing linkages between data sets. 
A resource directory is being 
compiled, listing all of the resources 
available in Los Angeles and potential 
funding sources. The eclectic nature of 
the Coalition has encouraged the use 
of public health methods to evaluate 
the curricula being used by the 
schools. A series of forums and 
workshops is being presented to 
provide training to the schools. A 

In the next issue 

The March-April issue of World 
Health wi ll be devoted to the Ch il
dren's Vacc ination Initiative, a joint 
venture of W HO and other UN 
agencies using new vaccine immu
nization technology. • 

bureau of speakers has been 
established, and the Coalition has 
facilitated the formation of smaller 
community coalitions. 

Recent events in Los Angeles have 
highlighted the perception of violence 
as a way of expressing rage and 
frustration. More than 2000 visits to 
emergency departments occurred as a 
result of civil unrest in the streets of 
Los Angeles between 29 April and 
I May 1992. During this three-day 
period, both victims and perpetrators 
were more likely to be minority males, 
15 to 34 years of age. As in the case of 
homicides and suicides generally in 
Los Angeles, most of the injuries were 
due to firearms. 

This epidemic of violence is far 
from spent, and the activities of the 
Violence Prevention Coalition assume 
even greater significance. In May 
1993 the Coalition will host a 
conference, "Our violent society", 
where the findings and 

Did you enjoy this issue? 

recommendations resulting from these 
efforts will be presented. • 

Or Billie Weiss is Director of the Injury 
Prevention ond Control Project, County of Los 
Angeles Department of Health SeNices, 3 13 
N. Figueroo Street, Los Angeles, CA 900 1 2, 
USA 
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