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Sandy Hook struck a cHord witH tHe nation because it exposed 
How vulnerable everyone is, and tHat gun violence is not exclusive to cities 

wHere victims may Have stepped into circumstantial misfortune.

an exclusive interview witH dr. william begg, founder of united pHysicians of newtown, 
conducted by James kerwin, written by giovanna aguilar

O
n December 14, 2012 — 
in the midst of tragedy — 
two doctors connect on an 
emotional phone call during 
which one nervously asks 
whether his children might 
be among the shooting 
victims. An unwavering 

bond forms instantly between them, driving their 
collective action along with a proactive network 
of doctors. Collectively, they empower their 
community and bring the nation’s health epidemic 
— gun violence — to the tipping point of legislative 
reform and positive cultural discourse.

James Kerwin spoke with Dr. William Begg who 
shared how Sandy Hook’s tragedy prompted 
doctors from diverse specialties to form the 
United Physicians of Newtown (UPON), currently 
108 physicians who reside in Newtown, “to stop 
the national epidemic that has taken our children,” 
as the group’s mission statement notes. The 
organization makes recommendations in four 
areas: research, mental health, culture of violence 
and firearms. Since its inception, UPON has 
successfully influenced Connecticut’s legislature 
to respond with “common sense” laws that 
underscore the need for health practitioners 
to treat gun violence as a major national health 
epidemic, similar to how the U.S. has dealt with 
tobacco, alcohol and motor vehicle safety. 

Regarding the Senate’s failure to pass background 
checks in April, Dr. Begg sees it as a momentary 
impasse. He offers a positive perspective noting 
that before Sandy Hook “it was not socially 
acceptable to talk about common sense gun 
legislation.” He expands that Sandy Hook struck 
a chord with the nation because it exposed how 
vulnerable everyone is, and that gun violence is not 
exclusive to cities where victims may have stepped 
into circumstantial misfortune. “When you send a 
first-grader to school on a Friday morning, those 
kids were not in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
They were right where they were supposed to  
be,” he says. 

Further, he lauds conservatives who defied 
the status quo and made the right choice, such 
as Senator Pat Toomey of Pennsylvania, and 
Senator John McCain of Arizona, and in kind, 
former Arizona Congresswoman Gabrielle 
Gifford. And because his parents were both State 
Representatives in the Connecticut legislature, 
he understands the risk-reward system elected  
officials face in bidding for re-election, which was  
likely the contributing factor to why senators voted 
against background checks. Nonetheless, he  
continues that this momentary setback must 
be considered within the context of a national 
stage now ready for constructive gun policy. “I 
understand that when we tried to force change 
relative to the smoking initiative and seat belts, it 
actually took more than a year or two,” he offers.  
Additionally, Dr. Begg underscores his support 
of the Second Amendment, but from personal 
experience suggests that gun regulation should 

immediately focus on limiting high-capacity 
magazines, because they completely decimate 
victims’ bodies to the point that “there is nothing 
to bring into the ER.” On the other hand, the 
definition of assault weapons will have to be 
streamlined in order to ensure that relevant policy 
can be implemented. 

Moreover, Dr. Begg cautions that gun ownership 
offers a misleading sense of security, as statistics 
show a definitive correlation between gun 
ownership and increased propensity to violence in 
the home. In gun owners’ homes, the probabilities 
increase five-fold that a woman may be murdered 
or a family member may commit suicide. Contrast 
this to other parts of the world with stricter gun 
control laws, such as in Great Britain, where this 
accounts for only 1% of the gun-related deaths 
that we have in the U.S. 

Therefore legislation incorporating background 
checks, supported by 92% of the U.S. public, 
can help reduce these numbers. Basing his 
assessment on studies revealing over 30,000 
gun-related deaths in the U.S. each year, Dr. 
Begg confirms high-risk factors: “People who 
had mental health issues, or previous arrests for 
domestic violence or drunk driving were at high-
risk.” However, he recognizes that comprehensive 
preventive treatments must align to corresponding 
data, absent since the mid-1990s when the CDC 
halted studies, likely influenced by the NRA after a 
ban on assault weapons. He stresses restrictions, 
prohibiting federal institutions from conducting 
required research, must be repealed. 

Dr. Begg addressed this issue at his Congressional 
hearing earlier this year in support of background 
checks when asked by Senator Ted Cruz  
(R-Texas) for corroborating empirical data. He 
responded,  “I  actually can give you empirical data, 
but it’s from Europe because we don’t have the 
findings of the CDC.“

On whether physicians fear a backlash from either 
their patients or the NRA, Dr. Begg explains that 
their concern is dissipating due to recent cultural 

changes nationwide, which has been evidenced 
at medical schools where gun violence is being 
incorporated into curricula as a public health issue. 
However, it is important to understand the extent to 
which physicians’ legal ability to educate patients 
on gun safety has been threatened. Dr. Begg 
discusses the 2011 Florida case when Governor 
Rick Scott signed the “Firearms Owners’ Privacy 
Act.” This act would have fined doctors $10,000 
and revoked the licenses of those discussing gun 
ownership as well as relevant safety guidelines 
with their patients. In response, a collective 
legal action by doctors was set in front of U.S. 
Federal Judge Marcia Cooke, who overturned the 
law because it violated their first and fourteenth 
amendments, and also prevented doctors from 
practicing preventive medicine. 

Elated about a related victory this past April, 
Dr. Begg discloses that Republican State 
Representative Joshua Putnam of South Carolina 
withdrew the legislation he proposed in response 
to Sandy Hook, similar to Florida’s and endorsed 
by 60 elected officials, after being challenged 
by Dr. Begg to an interview on CNN’s Piers 
Morgan Live. 

Dr. Begg credits the media for its continual 
coverage of the national health crisis of gun 
violence by holding elected officials accountable 
for their failure to reflect the American public’s 
support of background checks. He is grateful to 
The Private Journey’s continuing coverage on 
organizations like his that are standing up to the 
status quo and helping make the United States a 
safer place. 

He is proud that his state’s elected officials have 
rallied on all platforms to pass legislation to 
bring the country to the tipping point of positive 
legislative and cultural reform. “Like Connecticut, 
other states will enact common sense legislation 
and then the trend will grow towards the national 
level,” he states. 

Although his organizations have limited financial 
resources, Dr. Begg believes in the power 
of collective action and working with other 
established groups. Aside from UPON, which 
promotes the physician perspective, he also is 
involved with Newtown Action Alliance, an all-
inclusive, action-based organization supporting 
the anti-gun violence movement. Another is the 
Newtown Foundation, a community outreach 
and educational program helping communities 
and individuals impacted by gun violence with 
counseling and financial assistance across the 
country. Lastly, Shame on Congress, a coalition 
comprising 33 gun safety advocacy groups 
(representing 3.3 million voters), spotlights 
politicians voting against their constituencies and 
common sense legislation.

On the 
tipping pOint

For more information on the organizations in which Dr. Begg is 
involved: UPON: UnitedPhysiciansOfNewtown.org, Newtown 
ActionAlliance: NewtownAction.org, The Newtown Foundation: 
PayItSquare.com/collect-page/11744, Shame on Congress: 
ShameOnCongress.org

 SUMMER 2013


