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STUDY COMMITTEE CREATION, FOCUS, AND DUTIES  

The Senate Study Committee on Safe Firearm Storage was established pursuant to Senate Resolution 203 

adopted by the Georgia Senate on March 26, 2024.  This bipartisan committee was created to study secure 

firearm storage as a way of decreasing firearm violence and accidental death, specifically among children. 

Through this study, the committee aimed to determine if changes to state laws relating to firearm storage 

and access to firearms by children are necessary. 
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BACKGROUND 

 

Johns Hopkins offers the following information:  

1. There are an estimated 250,000 gun theft incidents each year resulting in about 380,000 guns stolen 

annually.  

2. An estimated 82% of adolescent firearm suicides involve a gun belonging to a family member.  

3. 80% of school shooters under 18 access a firearm from their own home or that of a relative or friend.  

 

Storage Practices of US Gun Owners in 2016 Study  

•Very few gun owners reported storing all or some of their guns on their person or in their car when at 

home (12% and 11%, respectively). Twenty-four percent reported storing all of their guns in an unlocked 

location in the home; 24% of those who stored their guns in an unlocked location had a trigger lock on all of 

those guns. Twenty-two percent reported storing all their guns in a gun safe or cabinet and an additional 

6% reported storing all their guns in a locked gun case. Forty-four percent reported storing all their guns 

assembled but unloaded. Seventy-one percent stored their ammunition locked in a gun safe or other locked 

location. An additional 9% stored their ammunition in an unlocked location but physically separate from 

the gun(s).  

• The study also assessed respondents’ views about gun storage and reported as follows: “[the following 

are] respondents’ views about factors influencing their gun storage practices. The most common factors 

respondents selected were concerns about home defense (43%), a gun safety training course (35%), family 

discussions (30%), and gun safety training from a family member (27%). 30% of respondents identified 

concerns about home defense as most strongly influencing their gun storage practices.”  

• The study also addressed demographics and reported the following “sociodemographic characteristics of 

the nationally representative study sample of US gun owners, which is comparable with the demographics 

of gun owners from the other most recent national survey. 66% were male, 60% were aged 45 years or older, 

and 22% had served as active-duty military. Non-Hispanic Whites made up 76% of the sample, 65% were 

married, and 58% had attended or completed college. Children younger than 18 years were present in 34% 

of the homes of gun owners. 35% of gun owners surveyed reported owning more than 5 guns, and 22% 

owned only handguns. 46% reported safe storage practices for all of their guns.”  

• The study concluded that: “Although nearly half of gun owners in the United States currently use safe 

storage practices for all of their guns, additional efforts are needed to improve gun safety at home among 

the other half of the gun-owning public.”  

 

RAND Analysis of several of these types of studies reported that:  

• In one study, respondents were asked what influenced the way they store guns at home. The top responses 

were as follows:  

• Concerns about home defense (endorsed by 43% and rated most important by 30%) (Less likely to 

store all firearms locked)  

• Gun safety training course (35 %/18%) (More likely to store all firearms locked)  

• Family discussions (30%/15%) (More likely to store all firearms locked)  

• Training from a family member (27%/12%)  

• Training at a firing range (19%/9%). 

 

• The analysis also reported that “the authors [of one 2019 study] created groupings of respondents among 

the subsample of 2,950 who personally owned firearms: Those who believe that guns are safe (47% of gun 

owners), those who believe guns can be safe and useful (34%), and those who think that "safe is responsible" 

(19%). Those who belong to the "guns are safe" or "guns can be safe" groups were much more likely to store 

at least one gun loaded and unlocked in adjusted models. ⁠ In the 2019 NFS, owning a handgun for protection 

was also associated with storing at least one gun loaded and unlocked (Salhi, Azrael, and Miller, 2020).”  

https://publichealth.jhu.edu/center-for-gun-violence-solutions/solutions/safe-and-secure-gun-storage
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304262?role=tab
https://www.rand.org/research/gun-policy/analysis/essays/personal-firearm-storage.html
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• “There is some evidence to indicate that there were as many as 4.3 million excess firearms purchased 

from March to July 2020.”  

• Living with a child under 18 is associated with more-secure firearm storage practices.  

• In a 2015 study, “among households with firearms and children, 29% stored all guns unloaded and locked, 

50% stored at least one gun either loaded and locked or unloaded and unlocked, and 21% stored at least 

one gun loaded and unlocked. In adjusted models, individuals reporting that they own guns for protection 

or own at least one handgun and females were more likely to store at least one firearm loaded and unlocked 

(Azrael et al., 2018). Using these data multiplied with national household data from the 2015 U.S. Census, 

the authors estimated that 13 million households with children (34%) have at least one gun, and that a 

firearm is kept loaded and unlocked in 2.7 million of these homes. The authors further estimated that 

approximately 4.6 million children under 18 live in a household with a loaded and unlocked gun.”  

• “In households where all firearms were locked, 24% of youth said they could access the firearm in under 

five minutes, whereas in households with at least one unlocked firearm, 45% of children could access a 

firearm in under five minutes. In homes with at least one unlocked and loaded firearm, 60% of children 13 

to 17 years of age reported being able to access a firearm in less than five minutes relative to 28% of 

adolescents in homes where none of the unlocked guns were stored loaded (Salhi, Azrael, and Miller, 2021).”  

• “Researchers found no differences in storage practices among those with or without mental health 

condition.”  

 

Federal Code defines “secure gun storage or safety device” as:  

(A) a device that, when installed on a firearm, is designed to prevent the firearm from being operated 

without first deactivating the device;  

(B) a device incorporated into the design of the firearm that is designed to prevent the operation of the 

firearm by anyone not having access to the device; or  

(C) a safe, gun safe, gun case, lock box, or other device that is designed to be or can be used to store a firearm 

and that is designed to be unlocked only by means of a key, a combination, or other similar means.1 

 
1 18 U.S.C.A. § 921. 
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SUMMARY OF TESTIMONY AND DISCUSSION 

MEETING ONE 

Date: August 20, 2024 (Meeting 1) 

Location: Georgia State Capitol – Atlanta, GA 

Topic: Introductory Meeting 

 

Committee Members Present 

Chair: E. Jones  

Senators: F. Ginn (Virtual); M. Harbin; B. Watson (Virtual) 

Others: N/A 

 

Speakers & Presentations 

Name/Agency Topic(s) Visual?  

Mike Webb Parent Impact Y 

Andrea Jiminez (NCSL) 

Anne Tiegen (NCSL) 

Gun Safe Storage Tax Credit Y - PPT 

Andrew Ziffer (Giffords for Gun 

Owners & Parent) 

Safe Firearm Storage N 

Olivia Li (Everytown for Gun Safety) Safe Firearm Storage Y- PPT 

Dr. Claudia Fruin – Retired 

pediatrician and safe storage 

advocate 

Safe Firearm Storage Y- PPT 

Pastor Sean Smith The Role of Churches N 

Leonard Dungee- Hope Hustlers Firearm Safety and Community Work N 

 

Summary of Testimony 

Introduction: 

Chairman Jones shared opening remarks on the Committee and emphasized the intention of reducing 

child fatalities by utilizing the information provided in this Committee.  

 

1. Mike Webb (Parent Impact) 

Mr. Webb provided anecdotal testimony related to his experiences with guns as well as family tragedies 

such as a familial suicide. He emphasized the importance of gun safety and safe gun storage. He 

explained the severity of gun violence. He urged for education and public awareness in schools, 

churches, and public events; acquire ways to distribute free safety devices; and bipartisan efforts. 

 

2. Andrea Jiminez and Anne Tiegen (NCSL) 

Ms. Jiminez and Ms. Tiegen shared a presentation on sales tax incentives for firearm safety devices. 

NCSL explained the current and historical landscape of sales tax incentives for firearm safety devices. 

For instance, there are twelve states that offer tax relief for firearm safety devices. Ten of them provide 

tax exemptions and two of them provide tax credits. They further explained the fiscal impacts of these 

incentives. They also gave statistics on gun storage behavior. Studies found that distributing storage 

devices might be the most effective tool to changing gun storage practices. They also explained proposed 

legislation and that more states will likely adopt similar incentives in the near future. Chairman Jones 

asked if it is better to give away the safe storage tools or use tax incentives. NCSL responded that it is 

known that if you give away the devices, people are more likely to use them, but there are not studies 

on the tax incentives yet. 
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3. Andrew Ziffer (Giffords for Gun Owners & Parents) 

Mr. Ziffer spoke to the importance of safe firearm storage practices.  He encouraged passing a more 

rigorous safe storage law. He also mentioned several statistics including that 64% of suicides in Georgia 

are conducted with firearms. Further, Georgia suicides among those aged 25 and under has grown since 

2018 at double the national rate increase. He advocated that Georgia require all firearms be stored with 

a locking device and to impose civil and criminal penalties for any harm resulting from the discharge of 

a negligently stored firearm. Chairman Jones asked about what he thought of mandating education for 

parents on safe gun storage with relation to school boards. Mr. Ziffer urged the usage of the BeSmart 

program in schools. 

 

4. Olivia Li (Everytown for Gun Safety Legal Counsel) 

Ms. Li shared statistics associated with gun violence and its negative effects on youth. She also 

emphasized the responsibilities involved with the right to bear arms. She explained there are few 

Georgia laws that obligate safe storage of firearms. She explained Georgia has the eighth highest rate 

of unintentional shootings by children in the U.S. Also, 14,000 firearms are stolen from gun owners in 

Georgia every year. Georgia has the fifth highest rate of gun thefts from private owners in the U.S., 

while Atlanta has the second highest rate of gun thefts from cars among American cities. She also 

explained three-quarters of school shooters under 18 obtained the gun they used from home or from a 

relative’s home. She urged strengthening secure storage laws and proposed adopting child access 

prevention laws. Georgia law currently holds a gun owner liable only if they recklessly or intentionally 

give access to a child. She provided a variety of educational campaign tactics and strategies.  

 

Senator Harbin asked clarifying questions about preventing suicides, and Ms. Li also emphasized 

delaying gun access can be beneficial. She said the top three things Georgia could do: strengthening 

Georgia’s law regarding child access to firearms to be more in line with states like Florida and North 

Carolina; requiring Georgians to lock up firearms when they’re not in their car; and funding gun storage 

safety education campaigns. 
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5. Dr. Claudia Fruin – Retired Pediatrician and Safe Storage Advocate 

Dr. Fruin emphasized the responsibilities attached to gun ownership. She explained her personal efforts 

to educate citizens on safe gun storage. She also provided statistics on gun violence in Georgia, 

particularly with regard to children. For instance, in Georgia in 2023, at least 19 unintentional 

shootings were by children, half resulting in death. Chairman Jones asked how we can promote safe 

gun storage without using a mandate. She reemphasized her idea to require all guns, whether loaded 

or not, to be locked when children are present. She also shared that funding could save the state money 

in other areas by addressing these topics. Sen. Harbin suggested exploring family issues and looking at 

other tactics, and to explore whether this was something government or alternative avenues might be 

suited to address. He also expressed how important child supervision is to this issue. Chairman Jones 

asked the speakers where the money should come from to fund these programs, recognizing that 

legislative solutions do often have costs required. Dr. Smith noted that the State has a surplus, and in 

the long run, money could be saved in areas such as hospital bills and rehab bills.  

 

Dr Fruin’s presentation ultimately suggested: a state sponsored and funded campaign to promote safe 

gun storage via television, radio, and social media; funding for gun safe giveaways in schools, doctors' 

offices, hospital nurseries and ERs around the state; require safe gun storage education materials to be 

distributed through Georgia public schools-Be Smart campaign; funding for community violence 

intervention programs; tax incentives for gun owners to take training and safety classes and purchase 

safes; encouraging insurance companies to reimburse for safe purchases; strengthen Georgia’s safe gun 

storage laws in homes and cars to protect children; and consider a compromise bill that did not require 

guns to be unloaded, but did require them to be locked when children are present. 

 

6. Reverend Sean Smith (First Iconium Baptist Church) 

Reverend Smith spoke to a church’s role in addressing gun violence issues. He explained that this is 

something his church has worked on and emphasized incentivizing the private sector to provide firearm 

safety. 
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7. Leonard Dungee (Hope Hustlers) 

Mr. Dungee explained Hope Hustlers, which receives funding from DeKalb County and the Department 

of Justice. His organization does a lot of community outreach and focuses on high-risk situations. He 

emphasized the importance of firearm responsibility and the importance of education, and explained 

that some states have an office of violence prevention. Sen. Harbin shared that he would like to see 

chaplains in public schools. 

 

MEETING TWO  

Date: September 5, 2024 (Meeting 2) 

Location: Georgia State Capitol – Atlanta, GA 

Topic: Follow Up Meeting 

 

Committee Members Present 

Chair: E. Jones 

Senators: J. Lucas; F. Ginn (Zoom); M. Harbin (Zoom) 

Others: N/A 

 

Speakers & Presentations 

Name/Agency Topic(s) Visual?  

Chelsea Piatt (Georgia Chapter 

American Foundation for Suicide 

Prevention) 

Suicide Prevention N 

Sarah Walker and Heather Hallett 

(Georgia Moms for Change) 

Gun Violence Related to Youth N (With 

exception 

of a photo 

of a text 

message 

exchange) 

Chief Mirtha Ramos (DeKalb 

County Police Department) 

Police Perspective Y- Props 

Dr. Jordan Murphy, Executive 

Director & Pediatric Nurse 

Practitioner 

Intervention Y-PPT 

Rep. Yasmin Neal Legislative Options N 

 

Summary of Testimony 

 

1. Chelsea Piatt (Georgia Chapter American Foundation for Suicide Prevention) 

She urged the use and access to secure storage options. She also supported voluntary options such as 

voluntary do not sell lists. She explained that 65% of suicide deaths in Georgia in 2022 were by firearm. 

She gave numerous statistics referring to firearm usage by youth. Chairman Jones asked what we could 

do legislatively to encourage safe storage. She urged reminding people that this is not an attempt to 

take guns but to still encourage safe storage. Sen. Lucas asked if she thought a tax credit for purchasing 

a gun safe would encourage safer storage. She thought it might be something to start the conversation 

and might be beneficial, but she thought that education when purchasing a firearm would also be 

important.  

 

2. Sarah Walker and Heather Hallett (Georgia Moms for Change) 

Ms. Hallett spoke about the Georgian Majority for Gun Safety group. She urged looking at gun violence 

from a public health perspective. She noted that Georgia ranks among the bottom for gun violence rates. 
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She explained that the states that have the best gun violence rates have a framework. She explained 

we do not have universal background checks on all gun purchases, and child access prevention orders. 

She thinks implementing these regulations, we could cut gun violence rates in half. CAP laws are 

associated with lower rates of violent crime and self-harm according to studies by RAND.  

 

Ms. Walker also spoke at length about the severity of gun violence as it relates to children. She urged 

child access prevention laws as well. Chairman Jones asked what the speakers thought the top three 

things Georgia could do that other states are currently doing. They advocated for the child access 

prevention laws that required securing firearms if a child could access it. Chairman Jones then asked 

the speakers what data indicates with regards to securing weapons. Ms. Walker shared that Texas’ 

numbers with regard to deaths per one hundred thousand are lower and Texas has child access 

prevention laws. 

 

3. Dr. Jordan Murphy, Executive Director & Pediatric Nurse Practitioner (Girsassol Wellness, Inc) 

Her organization is a community based behavioral and mental health organization that deals with 

issues of gun violence. She provided statistics about Georgia gun injury and death. She mentioned that 

firearms are the number one cause of death for children. The lives of 190 children are claimed by firearm 

violence each year on average (31% by suicide and 64% by homicide). In 2022, Georgia ranked 15th 

highest in the nation for firearm mortality. She also explained that there are differences between 

behavioral health and mental health. She noted that safe storage is a practice that is informed and 

motivated by lived experiences and expectations of safety. Her presentation also stated that a knowledge 

gap exists in the purchase and storage of firearms and education around safe and legal ownership and 

use of firearms. Girassol Wellness supports safe storage education, access to mental health resources, 

and expanding funding resources for mental health. 

 

4. Chief Mirtha Ramos (DeKalb County Police Department) 

As a police department, they have been providing free gun locks. In 2023 there was an increase in 

vehicles getting broken into due to the presence of guns in the vehicles. DeKalb now gives away free 

gun safes. They have issued 2,000 safes and 650 gun locks. They have seen a decrease in vehicles broken 

into but the number is still high. She emphasized responsibility for gun ownership and accountability. 

Sen. Lucas asked what her suggestion is to the study committee. She said there should just be 

responsibility for the people who purchase the guns. Sen. Ginn asked how the gun safe for the 

automobile could be safely attached to the vehicle. She mentioned that the gun safes come with a cable 

to help secure the firearm safe. 

 

5. Rep. Yasmin Neal 

Rep. Neal spoke to some of the initiatives moving through both bodies of the Legislature. For instance, 

she proposed a mass shooter study committee bill. She mentioned that there is money available to help 

with some of these issues and bipartisan support for some of the legislative solutions. Sen. Lucas asked 

if metal detectors would prohibit someone bringing a weapon. She thinks that is a layer, but she did not 

think that would stop the shootings from happening entirely.  
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MEETING THREE 

Date: September 23, 2024 (Meeting 3) 

Location: Georgia State Capitol – Atlanta, GA 

Topic: Follow Up Meeting 

 

Committee Members Present 

Chair: E. Jones 

Senators: J. Lucas; F. Ginn (Zoom); M. Harbin (Zoom) 

Others: N/A 

 

Speakers & Presentations 

Name/Agency Topic(s) Visual?  

Martin Dijkema – (Vapen Systems 

Inc.)  

Gun Storage Safe Demonstration Y-Gun 

Safe 

Students from Morgan Oliver School 

and Sanadia Oliver 

Gun Violence Y -Signs 

Paige Howell, LCSW - Suicide 

Prevention Coordinator, Atlanta VA 

Health Care System; Jared Turner, 

Governor’s Challenge 

VA and Suicide Focus Y - PPT 

Dr. Sophia Chaudhary, and Dr. 

Keisha Doh – GA Clinicians for Gun 

Safety 

Medical Perspective N 

Aaliyah Strong, Founder of Tyme to 

Thrive Beyond Grief & Jorryn Butler 

Firearm Safety N 

Jessie Ojeda - Giffords for Gun 

Violence 

Safe Storage Education Campaign N 

 

1. Martin Dijkema – Vapen Systems Inc. 

Mr. Dijkema showed how Vapen’s gun storage system works and the ease and security of its use. He 

explained that their product is a good way for law enforcement to store their guns when inside schools. 

Senator Ginn expressed that he was impressed with the product. Sen. Lucas shared thoughts about 

expanding permitting requirements or potentially implementing a 10-day waiting period for the 

purchase of assault rifles. 

 

2. Sanadia Oliver and Students -Morgan Oliver School 

Ms. Oliver introduced the students. One student expressed concerns about gun violence rates in Georgia 

and child access to firearms.  

 

3. Paige Howell, LCSW - Suicide Prevention Coordinator, Atlanta VA Health Care System; Jared Turner, 

Georgia Governor’s Challenge 

Ms. Howell and Mr. Turner introduced themselves and discussed veteran suicide. They explained that 

the unadjusted suicide rate for veterans was 33.9 per 100,000 in 2021. For non-Veteran U.S. adults, the 

suicide rate was 16.7 per 100,000 in 2021. Lethal means safety is one of many strategies that can be 

used to reduce suicide risk. Lethal means safety is about increasing time and space between someone 

with suicidal intent and lethal means, which can reduce suicide risk. 72.2% of all veteran suicides were 

by firearm in 2021. The time between a person’s thought to die by suicide and the behavior is five 

minutes in almost a quarter of suicide attempts. 71% are within an hour.  
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Between 2001 and 2021, there was an increase in suicide rates among veterans in every group except 

those aged 75 years and older. Sen. Lucas asked several questions about firearm access in these 

situations. He also encouraged compassion toward one another. Sen. Harbin asked about whether the 

firearms used in these situations belonged to the veteran victims or someone else. The data was not 

available. 

 

4. Dr. Sophia Chaudhary and Dr. Keisha Doh – GA Clinicians for Gun Safety 

Dr. Chaudhary and Dr. Doh gave a medical perspective on gun violence. She provided some statistics 

and noted that by 2027, Georgia could see 303 children per year killed by firearms if current trends 

continue at the same rate. Chairman Jones asked to what she would attribute that statement. Dr. Doh 

emphasized access to guns. She explained that it is not the guns themselves, but the access to them. 

Chairman Jones further inquired as to the age groups of the children injured. She noted toddlers and 

teenagers are the ones they see specifically with unintentional injuries. She also emphasized that rates 

of emergency room visits for firearm injury are higher in rural areas.  

 

She further recommended a statewide public safety campaign like that of Texas and Illinois, 

collaboration with community organizations, tax credits for secure storage devices, and child access 

prevention laws. Sen. Harbin asked about data regarding whether the children were home alone or 

being supervised. He also asked about data involving drugs and alcohol. She responded that toddlers 

are infrequently home alone at the time of injury. She also mentioned that drug and alcohol usage has 

been declining overall among youth. Dr. Chaudhary also gave a medical perspective. She explained 

several statistics including that in 2022, for children and teens with non-fatal firearm injuries, there 

were more than 1,700 hospitalizations, which incurred an approximate $400 million impact across 

medical, quality of life, and work-loss costs. She further emphasized the importance of a widespread 

public health approach to solving this issue and outlined the aforementioned recommendations. 

 

5. Aaliyah Strong, Founder-Tyme to Thrive Beyond Grief; and Jorryn Butler 

Ms. Strong explained that her organization provides support to families of those who have lost a loved 

one to gun violence. She emphasized the impact that gun violence has on survivors and communities 

and shared some personal testimony of her experiences with gun violence. She encouraged addressing 

the lack of mental health resources in the city, as well as investing in school safety.  

 

Mr. Butler gave a personal perspective of the gun violence issue. He encouraged mentorships and 

increasing productivity among youth. Chairman Jones asked how prevalent guns were in Mr. Butler’s 

circle of influence and he responded that there were many guns in that circle. He also explained, in 

response to the Chairman’s question, that access to firearms can be found through older individuals. 

Sen. Harbin also discussed mentorships and commended Mr. Butler’s comments.  

  

6. Jessie Ojeda - Giffords for Gun Violence 

Ms. Ojeda discussed a safe storage education campaign. She shared examples of other states with public 

safety campaigns, such as Utah and Texas. She also mentioned that gun violence costs Georgia around 

$23.9 billion annually. Nearly $600 million of that is paid by taxpayers. The public safety campaign 

would involve multiple platforms ideally. She also mentioned that a lot of this work is often done 

through the State Departments of Public Health. 
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MEETING FOUR 

Date: October 9, 2024 (Meeting 4) 

Location: Georgia State Capitol – Atlanta, GA 

Topic: Final Testimonial Meeting 

 

Committee Members Present 

Chair: E. Jones  

Senators: Lucas; Harbin (Virtual); Ginn (Virtual) 

Others: N/A 

 

Speakers & Presentations 

Name/Agency Topic(s) Visual?  

Kathy Martinez-Prather, Ph.D., 

Texas School Safety Center 

Texas School Safety Center N 

Julvonnia McDowell Impacted Parent  N 

Kristin Song Impacted Parent (Author of Ethan’s Law) N 

Rep. Steve Eliason, Utah House 

of Representatives 

Utah Legislative Efforts Y- PPT 

Chief Ron Applin, Atlanta Public 

Schools Police Department 

Atlanta Public Schools Police Department N 

Melinda Carson, School Social 

Workers for Georgia 

School Social Workers Y-PPT 

Leonard Dungee- Hope Hustlers; 

Volkan Topalli, PhD- Georgia 

State University 

Firearm Safety and Community Work N 

Diana Gregory and Maggie 

Zwettler- BeSMART Program 

Be SMART Program Y-PPT 

 

Summary of Testimony 

 

1. Julvonnia McDowell and Kristin Song 

Ms.McDowell and Kristin Song were impacted parents who spoke to the committee. Ms. McDowell 

shared a personal story about her son who was killed by another teenager who was playing with an 

unsecured firearm. She also advocated for safe storage. Ms. Song also shared a personal story about her 

son who was shot and killed in his friend’s home after his friend accessed his father’s firearm. She 

explained the need for safe firearm storage laws and the dangers of an unsecured firearm in the hands 

of a child. 

 

2. Kathy Martinez-Prather, Ph.D.- Director, Texas School Safety Center 

Ms. Martinez-Prather explained the purpose of her organization and their efforts to provide training 

and safety measures for Texas schools. They focus on numerous issues including behavioral safety and 

emergency operation planning. She also discussed Texas HB 3, which required providing schools with 

information and resources regarding firearm safe storage. Parents and guardians are also required to 

be given information regarding safe storage. Included in this mandate, school districts must provide 

information to parents regarding safe gun storage, as well as the Texas child access prevention law, 

including penalties associated with violations of said law. She also provided some information and 

statistics emphasizing the importance of safe storage practices.  
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Chairman Jones asked about reporting mechanisms for her department and their location. She replied 

that they are housed at Texas State University and are written into code as a central location for school 

safety. The organization has a governor-appointed board of directors, which represent multiple state 

agencies. Chairman Jones also inquired as to whether their organization collaborates with other entities 

and the scope of their coverage. She replied that the Texas School Safety Center does collaborate with 

other entities, and they cover kindergarten through 12th grade. Chairman Jones expressed his 

admiration for the Texas organization and structure that they had created and that it would be 

beneficial to Georgia.  

 

3. Representative Steve Eliason, House Parliamentarian, Republican, Utah House of Representatives 

Rep. Eliason gave a presentation about Utah legislative efforts. HB 298 in Utah was 2013 legislation 

that required school districts to hold annual parent seminars on a range of topics, including suicide 

prevention. Utah’s HB 134 in 2014 was legislation that created a voluntary firearm safety program for 

suicide prevention, including the creation of a safety brochure and distribution of gun locks. Utah also 

had 2014 legislation that established the School Safety Tip Line Commission within the Office of the 

Attorney General.  This commission was charged with making recommendations to the Legislature 

regarding ways to improve student safety and mental health. Further, they passed legislation creating 

a student safety and crisis tip line commission. Rep. Eliason emphasized that Utah is the national model 

for school safety and mental health tip lines, as they use a behavioral health first approach. Confidential 

tips are submitted to counselors who triage safety risks and there is coordination with school 

administration and law enforcement to act on credible school safety concerns. He also emphasized the 

importance of having an early warning system. 

 

Rep. Eliason noted that in around 74% of incidents, the firearm used was obtained from the student’s 

home or from that of a friend or relative. He also explained more Utah legislation such as the 2015 HB 

36, which was legislation that appropriated ongoing funding for purchase and distribution of gun locks. 

Utah also performed a study which found that: Suicides outnumber homicides 8-1 in Utah; 85% of 

firearm deaths in Utah were suicides and firearms account for half of all suicides; and metro counties 

had higher rates of suicide attempts. Rural counties had higher rates of suicide deaths. The higher rural 

death rate was driven by greater use of firearms in attempts, not by higher attempt rate; and the higher 

suicide rate in rural counties was driven by a higher firearm suicide rate among all ages (including 

youth). Utah also passed 2020 legislation to fund and support crisis receiving centers. 

 

Chairman Jones asked where Georgia should start to curb gun violence in schools. Rep. Eliason 

recommended voluntary mental health screenings and a public education campaign. He also 

emphasized the importance of distributing trigger locks. He also emphasized utilizing early warning 

systems. Chairman Jones expressed the importance of dealing with mental health issues and shared 

that Utah has found a way of addressing the issue without infringing on individual’s rights or trying to 

push too far against parental rights. 
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Sen. Lucas asked about how he dealt with members of the legislature being concerned about the Second 

Amendment. He explained that there is overlap between both extremes of gun advocates and opponents. 

He emphasized working on the culture of education and safety. 

 

4. Chief Ron Applin, Atlanta Public Schools Police Department 

Chief Applin discussed Atlanta Public Schools and what his department does. He discussed the 

importance for his department to build relationships with the student population so they feel 

comfortable coming to the department with any concerns and making the environment safer. He 

explained the department’s operations and that the officers also serve as mentors and counselors in 

addition to their typical officer duties. Their department is also trained for active shooter scenarios. 

Their officers are trained to go to the threat directly. Atlanta Public Schools have confiscated over 60 

guns since 2018.  

 

Chairman Jones also inquired into how they strike a balance between those concerned with too much 

policing and those who say there is not enough policing. Chief Applin explained that they spend more 

time mentoring and educating than they do policing. They also are working to prevent kids from 

entering the criminal justice system. The officers are working with the children and making sure the 

environment is safe. They have also stopped allowing locker storage and use metal detectors. An 

anonymous reporting system is also available for students. Also, he believed it would be helpful to have 

programs available to see problems that kids were having at a previous school when they transfer.  

 

Sen. Lucas asked about what is done when there is a known gang member in the school. The Department 

has brought a gang intelligence officer to identify gang signs, colors, and coordination with local police. 

They have also partnered with other agencies to train in an effort to prevent students from joining 

gangs. 

 

5. Melinda Carson, School Social Workers for Georgia 

Ms. Carson explained the role that school social workers play in promoting gun safety and prevention 

in schools by addressing the emotional, social, and mental health needs of students while working to 

prevent violence and gun related incidents.  This involves aspects such as early identification and 
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intervention, training programs, as well as collaborations with schools and communities. Her 

presentation also explained challenges such as resource limitations. Her presentation noted that “the 

ratio of 1 school social worker to 2,475 students means that social workers often spend more time 

reacting to crises than developing proactive programs to address mental health barriers.” They also 

must balance safety with student privacy and face community factors such as gun availability and 

poverty. 

 

Chairman Jones asked if there is coordination across the state. She explained that social workers do 

meet from across the state and try to streamline services. She said that they operate under a mandate 

under the state.  

 

6. Leonard Dungee- Hope Hustlers and Volkan Topalli, PhD, Georgia State University 

Dr. Topalli discussed the critical nature of safe storage as well as study techniques. Mr. Dungee, who 

spoke at a prior meeting, explained his organization as a community violence intervention program and 

their efforts. He explained that a statewide office of violence prevention would help coordination efforts. 

Dr. Topalli also reinforced the idea of a statewide office of violence prevention. Chairman Jones 

expressed that he believes an awareness office and an awareness initiative, similar to what Texas does, 

is a critical component because that office can coordinate other resources that are needed. 

 

7. Diana Gregory and Maggie Zwettler- BeSMART Program 

The speakers introduced their organization which is described by their presentation as “a program 

developed by Every town for Gun Safety Support Fund to bring together parents and all adults 

concerned about kids, guns, and safety.” They explained that firearms are the leading cause of death 

for children in the U.S. and Georgia. She mentioned that is not true for every state in the country. They 

provided the following chart which represents the 5-year average from 2018-2022. 

 
The presentation also covered examples of Georgia gun violence among youth who accessed unsecured 

firearms. The BeSMART approach is as follows: 
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The presentation focused on the need for adult responsibility and the need to responsibly store firearms. 

The role of guns in suicide was covered, including that 90% of suicide attempts with a gun result in 

death–a much higher fatality rate than any other means of self-harm. 

 

 

Conclusion: The committee shared several closing remarks. Senator Lucas shared the need to address gun 

safety, and noted that they are trying to find a way to stop school shootings and keep kids safe. Chairman 

Jones shared several key issues to focus as a result of testimony heard by the committee. First, he 

mentioned that there must be a focus on child access prevention laws. The next issue is dealing with alert 

protocol. Chairman Jones mentioned that Superintendent Woods has expressed an interest in that area. 

Chairman Jones also explained in relation to the child access prevention laws, he would like to see 

individuals held liable civilly and criminally. He would also like to see a public safety awareness program, 

similar to the Texas program. Senator Ginn explained his desire for a system that would allow information 

about a problematic student to be given to another school if that student transfers. He explained that the 

shooter from the Apalachee High School shooting had transferred from another district. Senator Harbin 

expressed the need to give schools the resources they need to make them safe. 

 

MEETING FIVE 

Date: November 14, 2024 (Meeting 5) 

Location: Georgia State Capitol – Atlanta, GA 

Topic: Final Meeting 

 

Chairman Jones concluded the committee by offering closing remarks, thanking those involved with the 

committee, and re-emphasizing the Chairman’s recommendations. 

 

 

      

                 

                

 

      

            

        

 

    

               

              

 

         

                    

       

 

    

              

        

                   


