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Santa Monica Shooter Reportedly Suffered from Mental Health Issues 
Treatment Advocacy Center Calls for Improvements to Civil Commitment Laws 

The Santa Monica shooter, whose rampage left four victims and the suspect dead, had a history of 
mental health issues that resulted in a prior hospitalization, according to media reports. 

The mass killing that occurred Friday spanned several parts of Santa Monica. The suspect has been 
identified as 23-year-old John Zawahri. Authorities say he killed his father and brother before carjacking 
a woman's vehicle and firing at a public bus and continuing his rampage. 

 “This is a story we have seen many times and are going to see many times more if we don’t start 
treating people with severe mental illness before they become dangerous,” said Doris A. Fuller, 
executive director for the Treatment Advocacy Center. “We keep seeing these tragedies. And, we will 
continue to see them until we improve state civil commitment laws and find a way to provide treatment 
before tragedy. It’s ultimately going to be a story of the failure of the system to address severe mental 
illness.” 

For an individual with severe mental illness to receive involuntary intervention for psychiatric crisis in 
California, he or she must be dangerous to self or others or meet a strictly interpreted standard for 
being "gravely disabled." Some relevant information:  

  

• California law does not allow a family to commit a person to the hospital.  Only designated 
individuals, including law enforcement and certain designated mental health professionals, may 
bring a person in for a mental health evaluation.  

  

• Individuals giving probable cause they are a danger to themselves or others or gravely disabled 
may be held in a psychiatric facility no more than 72 hours for psychiatric evaluation by a mental 
health professional.  



  

• California’s largest mental health facility is Twin Towers, which is actually a wing of the Los 
Angeles County Jail. Currently the state has roughly 14.2 psychiatric beds per 100,000 
individuals. The supply was virtually identical in 1850 at 14.1. A person with severe mental 
illness in California is nearly four times more likely to be in jail or prison than a psychiatric 
hospital.  

  

• Los Angeles County has a small pilot project that allows people with a history of violence or 
previous hospitalizations to be required to comply with treatment as a condition of remaining in 
the community. The program has demonstrated a 78% reduction in incarceration. The program 
is not currently available in Santa Monica. 

### 

The Treatment Advocacy Center is the only national nonprofit dedicated to eliminating barriers to treatment for 
people with severe mental illness. Media resources are located in our Press Room. Searchable information about 
preventable tragedies by state is located in our Preventable Tragedies Database. We do not accept funding from 

companies or entities involved in the sale, marketing or distribution of pharmaceutical products. 
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