AN EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF THE HOPKINS JUDICIAL HEALTH NOTE:

Public Health Impacts of Restoring Gun Access
for Users of Illicit Drugs

About United States v. Daniels

United States v. Daniels challenged a long-established federal law, § 922(g)(3), that prohibits users of illegal
substances from possessing guns. The U.S. Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed a lower court ruling that
convicted Daniels of possessing a gun while using cannabis. This court ruled the federal law unconstitutional
as it applied to this case because the government failed to demonstrate how Daniels’ conviction aligned with

a historical tradition of gun regulation. This case raises questions about the association between cannabis
and other controlled substance use and violent behavior, and implications for public health and equity. This
decision may have bearing on future challenges to firearm regulation, including § 922(g)(3), as courts consider
what traits make an individual sufficiently dangerous to be legally prohibited from possessing a firearm.

About this Hopkins Judicial Health Note

The United States has a significantly higher gun death rate than
other socioeconomically similar nations, and gun ownership rates
are strongly associated with firearm homicide rates.' With 326
million privately-owned firearms as of 2019, the U.S. is home to the
“largest stock of civilian-held firearms in the world.”> Given the
prevalence of privately-owned guns in the U.S. and the high rate

of gun deaths, identifying opportunities to mitigate risk factors
for gun injury and death is of particular importance. The Daniels
decision’s potential precedent of extending firearm possession
rights to regular users of cannabis raises questions about the
relationship between gun ownership, regular substance use—
including the use of cannabis products—and gun violence.

To identify health and equity impacts of firearm possession in the setting of regular cannabis and

other controlled substance use, researchers from the Health in All Policies Initiative at the Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg School of Public Health conducted a judicial note, which aims to identify the often-overlooked
health and equity impacts of major court decisions. A judicial health note includes an expedited literature review
to identify links between the Supreme Court ruling in United States v. Daniels, health-related factors, and health
outcomes. These notes will inform policymakers, public health agencies, and community members, as well as
future judicial action.

Summary of the United States v. Daniels Hopkins Judicial Health note

The federal law banning users of controlled substances from owning guns was unconstitutionally
applied to a regular user of cannabis

The court found that the government failed to demonstrate that § 922(g)(3), as applied to Daniels’ case,
was consistent with the historical tradition of firearm regulation.
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This judicial health note summarizes peer-reviewed evidence and public
health data to explain the implications of firearm possession in the setting of cannabis use as well as other
controlled substances because public health effects were not included during court arguments. It seeks to
identify persons and communities at greatest risk of health impacts—as well as potential equity impacts—
resulting from this ruling. Itis timely with respect to other upcoming and recently decided firearm-related
court decisions, as well as cannabis policy reform.

Summary of judicial health note findings

The relationship between cannabis use and violence is an emerging field of research, and this literature review
found limited evidence about the health impacts of granting firearm access to individuals who regularly use
cannabis. The literature review also found:

Strong evidence that substance use and access to firearms are common risk factors in male perpetration of
intimate partner violence.?

Strong evidence of a relationship between substance use and risky firearm behaviors, from increased gun
carrying to firearm violence, in adolescents and young adults.*

Mixed evidence demonstrating a relationship between substance use and gun-related behaviors such as
possession, carrying, and use, in the general adult population.®

A fair amount of evidence that communities with higher levels of economic distress experience higher levels
of firearm violence,® with substance use a significant risk factor.’”
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Complete findings are available in the judicial health note.

Who is most likely affected by the ruling?

There is strong evidence that Black men in cities, residents of economically distressed urban communities,
victims of intimate partner violence, and areas with illicit narcotics markets are disproportionately impacted
by gun violence.® The risks these groups and communities face are often exacerbated by, or occur alongside,
controlled substance use by perpetrators and/or victims of gun violence.

Public health implications of the ruling

The impact that United States v Daniels has on equity is unclear. Decriminalizing certain types of substance use
and contemporaneous gun possession could lead to reduced police activity in overpoliced communities. There
is some evidence that “recreational marijuana laws” have led to a decrease in cannabis possession arrests,’ but
other findings have shown that Black and other minoritized communities continue to be disproportionately
arrested, charged, and convicted of cannabis-related offenses.'® It is therefore unclear whether reducing the
potential for cannabis-related charges related to firearm possession will improve equity for Black and other
minoritized Americans frequently targeted by law enforcement.

The potential association between cannabis use and increased violence by the user; however, could result

in Daniels exacerbating health inequities. Increases in supplies of guns could lead to more violence in
communities already disproportionately affected by gun violence. Further research to understand underlying
mechanisms and sociodemographic impacts are warranted.

What are evidence-based strategies to reduce gun violence?

There are evidence-based strategies focused on who can own firearms, including Firearm Purchaser Licensing,
or permit-to-purchase laws, and Domestic Violence Protection Orders and Extreme Risk Protection Orders.
Promoting the adoption and strong implementation of these policies is one action that everyone can take to
reduce the potential negative health and equity impacts of this case.
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