THE QUESTION TO ASK ON JUNE 21, AND AFTER

As parents, we all worry about our children’s safety and do our best to keep them healthy and secure.  However, often we forgot the risk to our children’s safety posed by guns. 

This year has already seen many examples of tragic gun violence affecting youth. The shock of the Tucson shooting, which took the life of a 9-year old girl and 5 others and received much media attention, still lingers for many of us. While unspeakably tragic, the attack in Tucson is not representative of most gun violence in our nation – the type of gun violence that claims the lives of eight children and teens every day. Most of these youth gun deaths – the shockingly common ones –don’t make the national headlines, perhaps because they are so common. 

About half of youth gun deaths, or more than 1,500 per year, occur because parents, relatives or friends leave guns accessible to kids. They are the suicides and accidents that are looked upon as isolated tragedies, rather than viewed together as the preventable crisis of public safety that they actually represent.

Every day as parents, we make very rational choices regarding our kid’s safety—we buckle their seatbelts, make them wear bicycle helmets, cover electrical sockets. Yet when it comes to firearms, it seems that we are often not able to apply the same logic. Regardless, either wittingly or not, when it comes to firearms, millions of parents make choices every day that put their families at a dramatically greater risk of danger.

We need to be smart and sensible, and act in the best interest of our families and our kids. As parents, we can protect those we love by arming ourselves with knowledge; educating ourselves about very real public health and safety issues that fuel unnecessary tragedy is necessary to keep our children safe. We have a responsibility to know the risks associated with keeping a gun in the home with children, and if we choose to have one, to make sure it is stored locked, unloaded and separate from ammunition. If we can do that—and not let anybody’s rhetoric or marketing stand in the way—we can make our families safer and prevent many of the firearm-related tragedies that occur every day. 

Another way that we, as parents, can arm ourselves with knowledge is by making sure to ask if there are guns in the homes where our children play (such as at friends’ or family members’ homes). If the answer is no, then we have one less thing to worry about. If the answer is yes, then we need to ensure that the guns are stored, locked, and kept separate from ammunition. 

On Monday, June 21, 2011, organizations and individuals around the country will celebrate National ASK (Asking Saves Kids) Day. Held annually on the first day of summer, a season when children spend more time in other homes, ASK Day reminds parents about the importance of asking if there are guns in the homes where their children play. 

Another resource for parents is the “Arm Yourself with Knowledge” Facebook Page, which offers simple, empowering solutions to prevent youth violence by making your home, family and community safer.  For more information or to participate in ASK day, email ask@paxusa.org, or visit asking saveskids.org 
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