
by Gary Mauser

The whole aim of practical politics
is to keep the populace alarmed
(and hence clamorous to be led to
safety) by menacing it with an
endless series of hobgoblins, all of
them imaginary.
—H.L. Mencken

The firearm registry is widely
known as a boondoggle because

it is ineffective and outrageously expen-
sive. But many still believe that some-
thing needs to be done about firearms.
Could it be that the dangerousness of
firearms has been exaggerated?

It is a staple claim that firearms must be
tightly controlled because they are more
likely to cause serious injury in the
hands of criminals than other weapons.
An analysis of injury data shows that
this claim is overblown. There may not
be as big a difference as had been
thought between gun violence and vio-
lence involving other kinds of weapons.
Could it be that the public has been
hypnotized by guns and has overlooked
the dangers posed by other weapons?

Analyses of Statistics Canada data for
2003, the most recent year these data are

available, show that violent crimes
involving firearms typically result in
fewer injuries, and less serious injuries,
than violent crimes involving other
weapons. This pattern holds for both
armed robbery and for armed assault.
This suggests that if we could somehow
magically remove firearms entirely from
criminals, thereby forcing assailants to
use other weapons instead, it would
only increase the number of victims and
even increase the number of serious
injuries.

There is a caveat here: it is important to
note that these analyses only include
injuries, not deaths. By definition, since
these are analyses of crimes other than
homicide, Statistics Canada excluded
any attacks or robberies that resulted in
a death. Thus, we do not know if attacks
involving firearms results in more or
fewer deaths than attacks involving other
types of weapons.1

These analyses of violent crimes com-
mitted in 2003 were based on special
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Statistics Canada tables that Garry
Breitkreuz, MP, generously shared with
me. As far as I can tell, despite the sim-
plicity of doing so, Canadian criminolo-
gists have never verified the claim that,
in the hands of criminals, firearms are
more likely to cause serious injury than
other weapons. For each type of violent
crime, Statistics Canada was asked to a)
identify the type of weapon present, and
b) determine if the victim was injured,
and if so, c) classify the seriousness of
the injury for each type of weapon used.
The data to answer these questions are
found in the UCR2, Policing Services
Program, Canadian Centre for Justice
Statistics.

Let’s examine each table in turn.

Armed assaults

Table 1 shows there were about 12,000
assaults involving firearms, knives, or
clubs in Canada during 2003. Of the
small number that involved firearms, 48
percent resulted in the victims being
injured, as compared with 53 percent of
assaults involving knives, and 76 per-
cent of assaults involving clubs. Thus,
firearms-wielding thugs are less likely to
physically injure their victims than are
thugs armed with other weapons.2

More importantly, assaults involving
firearms resulted in victims receiving a
serious injury the least often: only 6 per-
cent of firearm assaults resulted in a
serious injury compared to 11 percent
and 14 percent of assaults involving
knives or clubs respectively.

This should surprise people who think
firearms are more dangerous than other
weapons. These data clearly show that
assaults involving firearms result in
fewer injuries, as well as fewer serious
injuries, than do assaults involving
other kinds of weapons.

Armed robberies

Table 2 shows there were over 9,200
robberies involving firearms, knives, or
clubs in Canada during 2003. Of the
robberies that involved firearms, just 12
percent resulted in a victim being
injured, compared to the 17 percent of
robberies involving knives, and 47 per-
cent of robberies involving clubs.

As with assaults, there were fewer seri-
ous injuries when firearms were involved,
although the difference between firearms
and knives is smaller than with robber-

ies. Assaults involving firearms are
almost as likely to produce serious inju-
ries as knife assaults. Only 2 percent of
robberies involving firearms resulted in
serious injuries, compared to 3 percent
of robberies involving knives, and 9 per-
cent of robberies involving clubs or
other blunt instruments.

Clearly, in both assaults and robberies,
victims are less likely to be physically
injured when their assailants are armed
with firearms than when assailants are
armed with other weapons.
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Table 1: Victims of Assault by Level of Injury and Weapon

Causing Injury, 2003

Firearm Knife Club or Blunt
Weapon

Major physical injuries 6% 11% 14%

Minor physical injuries 39% 40% 60%

Unknown injuries 2% 3% 2%

Percent of victims with injuries 48% 53% 76%

No reported injuries 52% 47% 24%

Number of incidents 812 5,760 5,432

Note: Data are provided from a non-representative subset of 122 police departments ac-
counting for approximately 61 percent of the national volume of crime.
Source: Incident-based UCR2, Policing Services Program, Canadian Centre for Justice Sta-
tistics.

Table 2: Victims of Robbery by Level of Injury and

Weapon Causing Injury, 2003

Firearm Knife Club or Blunt
Weapon

Major physical injuries 2% 3% 9%

Minor physical injuries 8% 12% 35%

Unknown injuries 2% 2% 3%

Percent of victims with injuries 12% 17% 47%

No injuries 88% 83% 53%

Number of incidents 3,106 4,986 1,125

Note: Data are provided from a non-representative subset of 122 police departments ac-
counting for approximately 61 percent of the national volume of crime.
Source:  Incident-based UCR2, Policing Services Program, Canadian Centre for Justice Sta-
tistics.
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How can we understand this? Appar-

ently, the primary reason firearms cause

fewer injuries is that both assailants and

victims see firearms as more frightening

than other weapons. Thus, victims com-

ply more readily when threatened with a

firearm, and assailants expect them to

comply more readily, than when they

use other weapons. When other weap-

ons are involved, assailants appear to

feel that they must first injure their vic-

tims in order to ensure compliance. In

addition, the ready compliance of vic-

tims when threatened with firearms

means that they are less likely to be

injured, or if injured, not injured very

seriously.

Caveat

The UCR2 statistics are based upon a

non-representative subset of 122 police

departments accounting for approxi-

mately 61 percent of the national vol-

ume of crime. Although clearly

unsatisfactory, these are the best crimi-

nal data available at this level of detail

in Canada.

Implications for
public policy

Whatever the results for homicides turn
out to be, these data show that firearms
misuse creates fewer injuries and fewer
serious injuries than the misuse of other
weapons. These findings contradict the
claim that firearms are more likely than
other weapons to cause serious injury
(Gabor, 1994).

The anti-gun forces argue that the avail-
ability of firearms must be tightly con-
trolled as they facilitate greater violence
than would otherwise occur. Clearly, as
far as injuries are concerned, that claim
is not substantiated.

If firearm violence is not qualitatively
worse than criminal violence involving
other weapons, the justification for the
firearm registry is critically undermined.
Even if firearm laws were to reduce crim-
inal violence involving firearms, this
would not cause fewer injuries to victims,
nor reduce the seriousness of injuries
received. Our single-minded focus on
firearms appears to be misguided.

Second, there appears to be little reason
to push for harsher penalties for violent
crimes involving firearms. If other weap-

ons are more likely than firearms to
injure victims and even to cause more
serious injuries, then it seems perverse to
single out firearm misuse for special treat-
ment. Perhaps the real problem is violent
crime, not the availability of firearms.

Note
1
To answer this question, Garry Breitkreuz

and I are requesting additional tables from
Statistics Canada, which we expect to have
within a few months. I’ll be reporting the
analysis here.
2
Violent altercations of any kind are likely to

cause psychological trauma, whether the vic-
tim is physically injured or not, but it is a
difficult thing to measure. Statistics Canada
data, upon which this study is based, only
records data about physical injuries.
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Are you moving?

Please use this form to keep us up to date.

Your name:  ________________________________________

Job title: ___________________________________________

Company:  _________________________________________

Address: ___________________________________________

__________________________________________________

Province/State: ______________________________________

Postal/Zip code: _____________________________________

Telephone:  ________________________________________

Fax: ______________________________________________

E-mail:  ___________________________________________

This is my � home or � business information.

Comments: ________________________________________

Please fax this form back to The Fraser Institute at (604) 688-8539, attn: Database Manager, or mail it to

Database Manager, The Fraser Institute, 4th Floor, 1770 Burrard Street, Vancouver, BC  V6J 3G7.
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