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	Adam Lanza shot his way into Sandy Hook Elementary School. Armed with a Bushmaster assault rifle, high-capacity magazines and two semi-automatic handguns, he executed 20 first-grade students and six educators. As police closed in, the 20-year-old gunman shot and killed himself.


	The massacre in Newtown, Conn., lasted only minutes but catapulted the issue of guns to the forefront of America’s consciousness. More than 300 million firearms are in circulation as of 2012. President Obama has called for new gun control measures. The horrific event touched off an outpouring of questions.


	What can be done to keep guns out of the hands of criminals?


	How do guns move from store counters to crime scenes?


	Have politics compromised our nation’s gun policies?


	After the Newtown killings, The Post examined the long, bloody history of gun control. Based on the past, the fights in Congress will likely be vicious. The National Rifle Association has described its opposition to Obama’s plan on guns as “the fight of the century.” As the story explained, the gun-control and gun-rights groups speak entirely different languages.


	In a subsequent story, The Post deconstructed the transformation of the NRA from a marksmanship organization to a feared and unrivaled gun lobby with more than 4 million members. Controversy, as the story noted, is not a problem, but a motivator that drums up support for the group’s hard-line interpretation of the Second Amendment.


	The Post laid the groundwork for those stories more than two years ago when a team of reporters attempted to answer many of the same questions being asked today. That digging culminated in a series of stories, web documentaries and graphics called “The Hidden Life of Guns.” This reporting and later stories offer context as Congress and the nation debates guns with an intensity unseen in years.


	The coverage explored a hidden world. It brought the public deeper into the issue of guns than anything previously published. It showed the impact of gun sales at local, state and national levels. It explained how the firearms lobby has squelched serious efforts at gun control for nearly two decades. And, it revealed how politics has hamstrung efforts to curb gun violence by the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives.


	The fight over the tracing of guns seized at crime scenes—the ATF’s chief investigative tool—epitomizes the larger political battle.


	Gun tracing tracks serial numbers on weapons used in crimes back to the dealer that first sold them. Researchers working with the ATF in the 1990s were surprised to find that a fraction of the nation’s gun dealers sold most of the traced crime guns.


	The publicity put a spotlight on the firearms industry. Gun traces can help identify dealers that, knowingly or not, are selling guns to traffickers and other criminals. In this way, the nation’s 60,000 dealers are on the front line of crime prevention.


	In the early 2000s, the gun lobby asked Congress to make trace data secret. At the time, such information was available through a Freedom of Information Act request under federal law. The industry and the NRA argued that reports about gun traces unfairly tarnished honest dealers. Lawmakers listened. In 2003, they took a rare step and forbid the ATF from publicly disclosing the data. That shielded retailers from lawsuits, halted academic research and ended public scrutiny.


	To pierce the newly erected veil of secrecy, The Post gathered its own information on gun traces. The newspaper matched thousands of seized weapons listed in police evidence logs against gun sales records in Maryland. It also analyzed a little known database of guns recovered by police in Virginia. The disparity that researchers documented in the 1990s—a small number of dealers account for a majority of guns traced—remained true in the 2000s.


	In Virginia, nearly two out of three guns sold since 1998 and recovered by local authorities came from about 1 percent of the state’s dealers. Guns sold by one of those shops, for example, had a very short “time-to-crime,” a key ATF marker for potential gun trafficking. More than 70 percent of the guns traced to the Portsmouth shop were recovered by police less than a year after they were sold.


	In Maryland, nearly one out of three guns The Post traced to dealers was sold by a shop in Prince George’s County. This store, located in an old house, has been the source of more than 2,500 guns recovered in criminal investigations over 18 years. One in eight guns sold by the shop was recovered in criminal matters by police in the District or Prince George’s County.


	Nationwide, The Post also identified the top 12 retail sources of crime guns, a list that last appeared in U.S. newspapers a decade ago.


	The ATF is supposed to regulate the gun industry, but, as the Post noted, some say the industry dominates the agency. Unlike the FBI or the Drug Enforcement Administration, the ATF must contend with a powerful lobby that watches its every move and fights any steps taken by the agency to acquire more resources or power.


	The NRA said its work has been to protect gun owners’ constitutional rights and those efforts have not impeded law enforcement. The group has an annual revenue of more than $200 million and for decades been the strongest force shaping the nation’s gun laws.


	Facing such an opponent, the ATF is hamstrung by the politics, the law and bureaucracy. The agency has the same number of agents it had three decades ago. The lack of resources means it can take as long as eight years between inspections of gun dealers. Closing troubled gun stores can take years.


	Even then, it’s not final.


	Shops that the agency has tried to shut down have often secured new licenses through relatives, employees, associates or newly formed companies, The Post found. The owner of one Maryland gun store fought the ATF’s attempt to revoke his dealer’s license for nearly two years before a judge upheld the agency’s action. Six months later, the owner’s wife secured her own license to sell guns at the same location.


	Because of the politics, the ATF must trace guns by hand using dealers’ paper records and microfilm. This is in contrast with the 21st-century crime fighting techniques employed by the FBI such as DNA and fingerprint matching that rely on state-of-the art computer programs.


	ATF employees use scotch tape and magnifying glasses to piece together aging gun sales logs. This is necessary because the gun lobby has persuaded Congress to prevent ATF from compiling gun ownership records into a searchable database. Computerization, the NRA contends, would constitute a national gun ownership registry and be a forerunner to the government’s confiscation of guns in private hands.


	The Post stories showed that as U.S. guns fueled drug wars along the nation’s southwestern border, the ATF quietly advanced a plan to try to clamp down on gun smuggling to Mexico. The initiative would require certain dealers along the southwestern border report to the ATF bulk sales of assault weapons, including AR 15s and AK 47s. The NRA warned its membership in a “grassroots alert” that the administration was considering an end run around Congress. The plan stalled but was eventually implemented in several states.


	The ATF inflicted its own political damage when another border operation to track guns from American dealers to Mexican drug cartels backfired.


	Called “Fast and Furious,” investigators watched as more than 2,000 guns sold to suspected traffickers hit the streets. The operation to link guns to a Mexican drug cartel fell apart after some two of those guns were found at the scene of a shootout that killed a border agent. That led to an 18-month Congressional investigation and a vote to hold the Attorney General in contempt.


	In an unprecedented analysis, The Post also examined the types and sources of guns used in the killings of more than 500 law enforcement officers over a decade.


	It found that 107 officers were killed by legally obtained guns and 77 killed with stolen firearms. One gun used to kill a Baltimore police officer in 2007 had been confiscated by police years before. Traffic stops and domestic disputes were the deadliest scenarios. In a prison interview, a convicted killer explained how he obtained the illegal handgun he used to fatally shoot an Indiana State Trooper.


	In the two years since the series, gunmen have killed and injured scores of people in multiple mass shootings.


	In January 2011, Jared Lee Loughner opened fire outside a Tucson grocery store, killing six people and wounding 13, including Rep. Gabrielle Giffords (D-Ariz.). In September 2011, Eduardo Sencion shot 14 and killed four people at an IHOP restaurant in Carson City, Nevada. In July 2012, James Holmes killed 12 and wounded another 58 in an Aurora, Co., movie theater. And, in August 2012, Wade Michael Page opened fire at a Sikh temple in Oak Creek, Wis., killing six and injuring others.


	After the mass shooting at Sandy Hook, the Obama Administration proposed some of the most-sweeping gun reforms in decades, including universal background checks, bans on assault weapons and large capacity magazines.


	Gun rights activists, the industry and the gun lobby have promised to fight what some describe as a misdirected attack on the Second Amendment.


	“The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun,” said NRA Vice President Wayne LaPierre in the wake of the Sandy Hook massacre.


	The Post’s Guns In America provides a look back at a 40-year-old war over the Second Amendment that is just getting started.


	 


	—By David S. Fallis
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	A Glock 9mm semi-automatic pistol is fired in the shooting range at Bob’s Guns in Norfolk, Va. (Ricky Carioti)
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	By Scott Higham, Sari Horwitz, David S. Fallis and Joel Achenbach

	Saturday, December 22, 2012


	

	At 3 a.m. on July 2, 1993, Steve Sposato sat down in his darkened living room to write, by hand, a letter to the president of the United States. His life had just been shattered.


	Hours earlier, in the afternoon, a deranged man armed with semiautomatic weapons had gone on a rampage, slaughtering eight people at an office building in downtown San Francisco. The gunman’s motive would remain forever a mystery. Among the slain: Steve’s wife, 30-year-old Jody Jones Sposato, the mother of his 10-month-old daughter, Meghan.


	His anguished letter to the president asked how it was possible for someone to possess rapid-fire weapons with 30-round magazines, seemingly designed to kill as many people as possible as quickly as possible. “Now I’m left to raise my 10-month-old daughter on my own,” he told the president. “How do I find the strength to carry on?”


	That letter reached President Bill Clinton. The next year, Sposato stood by Clinton’s side in the Rose Garden as the president demanded that Congress pass a ban on assault weapons, such as the TEC-9s used to kill Sposato’s wife. Sposato testified on the Hill wearing little Meghan on his back in a baby carrier.


	With some moderate Republicans joining the Democratic majority, both houses of Congress passed a 10-year ban on the sale of assault weapons and large ammunition magazines. An attempt to extend the ban in 2004 died in Congress amid opposition from the gun lobby.


	Now gun control has roared back into the national conversation as the country reels from the horror in Newtown, Conn. President Obama and his fellow Democrats are vowing to pass a new assault weapons ban, along with other new laws to strengthen background checks on gun purchasers and limit the size of ammunition magazines.


	But although Newtown has supercharged the conversation on how to stop another massacre, the history of gun control is a cautionary tale for those who push for more regulations. If past is prologue, the legislative fights ahead will be protracted and brutal — and any resulting legislation may well be riddled with loopholes.


	There is no uncontested ground here. Few issues in the country are as polarized as gun control.


	The ideological chasm was on full display in Washington on Friday when the National Rifle Association’s executive vice president, Wayne LaPierre, held a take-no-prisoners news conference in which he called for a federal program to put armed guards in every school in the country, saying, “The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun.”


	He said laws making schools gun-free zones have backfired: “They tell every insane killer in America that schools are the safest place to inflict maximum mayhem with minimum risk.” LaPierre’s remarks were twice interrupted by protesters; one held a sign saying, “NRA Killing Our Kids.”


	The news conference provided a reminder that gun policy is a central feature of what is loosely known as the culture wars. The gun-control and gun-rights camps don’t even speak the same language, with one side arguing that the Second Amendment can’t possibly mean the right to own an assault weapon, while the other side says “assault weapon” is a pejorative invented by an urban elite that wouldn’t know an AR-15 from an AK-47.


	The lack of common ground on this issue doesn’t preclude action. This time could be different, because Newtown and other mass shootings in recent months have exerted a powerful torque on the American conscience. But the basic rule on gun legislation is that nothing comes easy.


	The historical pattern is striking: First comes a shocking event, then calls for action, then prolonged legislative battles, and at the end of it all a new law might come crawling out of Congress so enfeebled by exemptions that it has limited effect in the real world.


	The classic example is that very same 1994 assault weapons ban advocated by Steve Sposato and Clinton and referenced frequently in recent days as a legislative landmark.


	The law defined “assault weapon” narrowly, outlawing the sale of 19 brands of semiautomatic firearms, including certain guns built on the AR-15 design, which is the civilian version of the military’s M-16. To be banned, a gun had to have two or more military-style features, such as a pistol grip, a flash suppressor or a bayonet mount. Manufacturers found work-arounds, modifying their designs to comply with the law.


	“There were so many ways around the ban that it wasn’t really effective,” said John W. Magaw, who ran the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) during that time.


	The 1994 assault weapons ban was prospective, not retroactive. It didn’t outlaw the sale of assault weapons that had already been manufactured. And if you owned such a gun, you could keep it. By 1994, the country was already saturated with semiautomatic rifles and handguns.


	There are now millions of such guns in circulation. The AR-15-style weapons have become extraordinarily popular — hyped by gun publications and online advertisements. They’ve been mainstreamed, in effect.


	Connecticut has an assault weapons ban, modeled on the 1994 law. The Connecticut law also has a specific definition for “assault weapon.” The law, for example, did nothing to halt the sale of a certain brand of Bushmaster semiautomatic rifle.


	One such gun was purchased by Newtown resident Nancy Lanza, a firearms enthusiast who, as the world now knows, liked to take her troubled son to firing ranges.


	Bob Michel, a Republican and former House minority leader, remembers the weapon he carried when he hit the beach at Normandy with the 39th Infantry. It was a Browning automatic rifle, a machine gun with a 20-bullet magazine.


	Long retired from Congress, Michel is closely following the gun-control debate, which includes proposals to limit the size of ammunition magazines.


	“I don’t know what the magic number would be. But you shouldn’t be able to carry more bullets than I did during World War II,” Michel said.


	As a congressman from Illinois, Michel had always been pro-gun. But in 1994, preparing to retire from Congress, Michel decided that he could support a ban on assault weapons without doing violence to the Second Amendment.


	“I was opposed to the ban mostly because of the influence that the National Rifle Association had. But you have to vote your conscience. I knew what damage these weapons can do,” Michel recalled. “The NRA, they just monitored everything very, very closely. The whole argument was, if we thought we shouldn’t have assault weapons, they thought the next thing we’d do was we’d take away everyone’s pistols. When you’re a junior congressman, there are pressure groups that you bow to. But as I got older and wiser, you say, ‘My gosh, how long are we going to contend with this?’ I wanted to get something done before I left.”


	One target of NRA wrath was William J. Hughes, a veteran Democratic lawmaker from New Jersey who chaired the House Judiciary Committee’s subcommittee on crime. He immersed himself in a series of gun-control bills, including efforts to ban armor-piercing bullets. Gun activists showed up at his town-hall meetings. They made posters superimposing Hughes’s face on Adolf Hitler’s body with an arm extended in a Nazi salute.


	Richard Feldman, a former NRA lobbyist who later turned on the organization, says of Hughes: “He was very frustrating to us because he was from the most pro-gun area of New Jersey, very rural. That’s big gun country. If you knew there was a district meeting, I would send out a mailing to every member within 50 miles and ask them to show up. ‘Here are the issues you want to ask him about.’ There would be a traffic jam in a suburban town.”


	Hughes, now 80, said the NRA tried to have his membership revoked in a sportsman’s club in Carneys Point Township, N.J.


	“I was an honorary member. That became a cause celebre to get me kicked out, and some of the members tried to get me out,” Hughes said. “I came in with assault weapons to show them that they were part of the legislation, that it would not impact their ability to hunt. I showed them how lethal they were and no legitimate hunter would need that kind of a weapon.” He kept his membership.


	But Dan Glickman didn’t keep his job: The nine-term Democratic congressman serving Wichita, Kan., thought he was cruising to reelection in 1994. After he voted for the assault weapons ban, he learned otherwise.


	Glickman, a Wichita native, had recently passed a bill limiting the liability of small-aircraft manufacturers. That saved a lot of local jobs. One day, going door to door, Glickman shook hands with a man who congratulated him on the liability bill.


	“But I can’t vote for you,” the man said.


	Why not? asked Glickman.


	“Because of your vote on guns.”


	Glickman said the law would merely ban assault weapons. Surely the man didn’t need one of those.


	“Dan, don’t tell me what I need or don’t need,” the man said.


	Glickman lost that November, as did scores of Democrats. The Republicans reclaimed the House for the first time in 40 years. Gun control was only one factor in the Democratic wipeout — many Democrats had backed a 1993 tax hike and an ambitious health-care-reform plan dubbed Hillarycare. But the 1994 election signaled a new era in which gun control would become a harder sell in Congress. The two parties became more ideologically distinct, with fewer moderates.


	After Al Gore failed to carry his home state of Tennessee in his 2000 presidential bid, political analysts said one factor was Gore’s backing of gun control. Democrats in rural and blue-collar districts came to see gun control as a political loser. In 2004, Congress debated an extension of the 1994 ban, but gun control faced political headwinds that hadn’t been there in the previous decade, and the ban expired.


	Sarah Brady didn’t become a gun-control advocate immediately after her husband, Jim, President Ronald Reagan’s press secretary, was shot in the head by John Hinckley during his attempt to assassinate the president in 1981. Her conversion happened four years later. She was jumping into a friend’s pickup truck with her son, Scott, who was about 5 years old. The little boy found a pistol, a little one, a .22, sitting on the front seat. Sarah Brady snatched the gun from the boy’s hand and confronted the driver. He said he kept it for self-defense.


	Later, watching TV, she heard that the NRA was trying to gut the 1968 Gun Control Act.


	She called the NRA: “I’m going to devote my life to fighting you people,” she said.


	The first federal gun-control law, the National Firearms Act of 1934, levied a restrictive tax on machine guns and sawed-off shotguns. That was in response to gangsters using Tommy guns during gang wars in Chicago and other big cities.


	The 1968 act, passed after the assassinations of the 1960s, took broader aim at gun violence. The new laws prohibited felons, drug users and the mentally ill from buying guns; raised to 21 the age for legally purchasing a handgun from a licensed dealer; and expanded the licensing program for gun dealers.


	The NRA kept pushing back. In 1986, Congress passed the Firearm Owners Protection Act, which, among other things, restricted the number of times the ATF could inspect gun dealers.


	In that climate, Sarah Brady became an activist:


	“You can begin to see a sea change of attitudes during this time. The NRA was fighting against the cop-killing bullets and plastic guns, and we got into an alliance with law enforcement and we just got together and said, ‘What’s the first thing we should do?’ And we all said, ‘Background checks.’ ”


	The Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act of 1993, and a later version of the law, created a national system for checking the backgrounds of gun buyers: the National Instant Criminal Background Check System (NICS) maintained by the FBI. By the end of 2012, the system had performed more than 156 million background checks, with nearly a million gun purchases blocked by federal denials.


	But the law covered only licensed gun dealers. Private sales from one person to another are exempt from the background checks required by federal law. This is known as the “gun show loophole.” Experts think this accounts for about 40 percent of all gun sales.


	The gun lobby has tried to limit the powers of the ATF. The agency has fewer agents today than it did nearly 40 years ago and is able to inspect only a fraction of the nation’s 60,000 retail gun dealers each year. The director of the ATF requires Senate confirmation, and the Justice Department has been unable to get an ATF director confirmed in six years. The agency currently only has an interim acting director.


	A consistent feature of federal gun-control laws is the prohibition of a federal database on gun ownership. This is a bright-line issue for the NRA, which has compared a federal database of gun ownership to actions by Nazi Germany.


	But LaPierre, in his remarks Friday, made clear that the NRA would support a different kind of national database:


	“How many more copycats are waiting in the wings for their moment of fame from a national media machine that rewards them with wall-to-wall attention and a sense of identity that they crave, while provoking others to try to make their mark? A dozen more killers, a hundred more? How can we possibly even guess how many, given our nation’s refusal to create an active national database of the mentally ill?”


	The broader picture includes a fact that seems paradoxical in light of Newtown: There is actually less gun violence today than there was 20 years ago. The national homicide rate is down to the level it was at in the early 1960s. But mass shootings have not declined in tandem with the homicide rate.


	No affluent, developed country has anything close to the U.S. level of gun violence. Of the 12,664 homicides in 2011, according to federal statistics, 8,583 were committed with a gun.


	No one knows precisely how many guns are owned in the United States, but estimates start at 270 million and rise from there. In 2010, the most recent year for comprehensive federal statistics on firearms commerce, U.S. companies manufactured more than 5 million guns and imported 3 million more.


	In January 2011, the annual SHOT Show — the Shooting, Hunting, Outdoor Trade Show and Conference, the premier event for the firearms industry — drew 55,000 people to the Venetian Las Vegas Hotel. The show featured 1,600 exhibitors, with one of the most popular displays being the Bushmaster semiautomatic rifle.


	Just 11 days before the convention opened, Jared Loughner opened fire in Tucson, killing six people and wounding 13 more, including Rep. Gabrielle Giffords.


	“What happened in Tucson was not a failure of gun-control laws,” Lawrence Keane, the general counsel of the National Shooting Sports Foundation, the firearms industry trade group that happens to be based in Newtown, said at the time. “This was a failure of the mental-health system.”


	In recent days, gun dealers have reported that Bushmaster semiautomatic rifles and similar guns have been flying off the shelves.


	“Some people have mentioned that they have always thought about getting an AR, and now with talk of a ban, they are, just in case,” said Donnel Dover, manager of Blue Ridge Arsenal in Chantilly.


	At Engage Armament in Rockville, which specializes in combat-style rifles, co-owner Andrew Raymond said, “We’ve sold out of almost every AR-15 we have.”


	He said guns that sold for $1,200 last week will soon be selling for $1,800.


	The horrific shooting in Connecticut, he said, is likely “the straw that broke the camel’s back. This is going to be the battle flag of the gun-control crowd.”


	He asked: “How much freedom do we really give up for security? It’s not just about guns, it’s about everything single thing we do.”


	The battles ahead will be fought by many people, not just lawmakers and lobbyists. Decisions will be influenced by public opinion, which showed a spike in favor of gun restrictions after Newtown.


	“I have not seen the country so moved to action since September 11th,” said Garen Wintemute, director of the Violence Prevention Research Program at the University of California-Davis School of Medicine. What’s different this time is that Newtown followed so many other recent mass shootings — including one just days earlier in Portland, Ore. “There’s this sense of ‘We have got to do something, and I want to know what my part is.’ ”


	Michel, the former Republican minority leader, said: “I wish there was some way of convincing the NRA that there are those of us who support the Second Amendment, but we still oppose assault weapons. If you’re hunting and you take two shots and you miss, you don’t deserve the prize.”


	Sarah Brady talks of political realism:


	“It’s going to be easier this time because we have social media to help us. But when it comes down to it, if all the pieces are not in place and you don’t keep the pressure up, there’s nothing the president can do. We need 218 in the House and 60 in the Senate.”


	LaPierre on Friday made clear that the NRA will concede no ground on gun control:


	“Since when did ‘gun’ automatically become a bad word? A gun in the hands of a Secret Service agent protecting our president isn’t a bad word. A gun in the hands of a soldier protecting the United States of America isn’t a bad word. And when you hear your glass breaking at 3 a.m. and you call 911, you won’t be able to pray hard enough for a gun in the hands of a good guy to get there fast enough to protect you.


	“So why is the idea of a gun good when it’s used to protect the president of our country or our police but bad when it’s used to protect our children in our schools?”


	On Dec. 14, Steve Sposato got a text from his sister in New York. Have you seen what happened in Newtown?


	Driving home that night, he pondered all the shootings in recent years.


	“In a place of worship, in a movie theater, in a business office, in Columbine, in a McDonald’s, the one I lived through,” Sposato said. “What is it going to take? How many more wounded? How many more dead? How many more children? This is an absolute failure of government to protect its people, and we need to get serious about doing something.”


	He told a reporter he would find that letter he had sent 19 years ago to Clinton demanding solutions to gun violence. As he rummaged through his files in his garage, he found himself reliving the nightmare of 1993. He kept looking and looking, and though he didn’t find it this time, he knows it’s got to be in there somewhere.
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	By Joel Achenbach, Scott Higham and Sari Horwitz

	Thursday, January 12, 2013


	

	In gun lore it’s known as the Revolt at Cincinnati. On May 21, 1977, and into the morning of May 22, a rump caucus of gun rights radicals took over the annual meeting of the National Rifle Association.


	The rebels wore orange-blaze hunting caps. They spoke on walkie-talkies as they worked the floor of the sweltering convention hall. They suspected that the NRA leaders had turned off the air-conditioning in hopes that the rabble-rousers would lose enthusiasm.


	The Old Guard was caught by surprise. The NRA officers sat up front, on a dais, observing their demise. The organization, about a century old already, was thoroughly mainstream and bipartisan, focusing on hunting, conservation and marksmanship. It taught Boy Scouts how to shoot safely. But the world had changed, and everything was more political now. The rebels saw the NRA leaders as elites who lacked the heart and conviction to fight against gun-control legislation.


	And these leaders were about to cut and run: They had plans to relocate the headquarters from Washington to Colorado.


	“Before Cincinnati, you had a bunch of people who wanted to turn the NRA into a sports publishing organization and get rid of guns,” recalls one of the rebels, John D. Aquilino, speaking by phone from the border city of Brownsville, Tex.


	What unfolded that hot night in Cincinnati forever reoriented the NRA. And this was an event with broader national reverberations. The NRA didn’t get swept up in the culture wars of the past century so much as it helped invent them — and kept inflaming them. In the process, the NRA overcame tremendous internal tumult and existential crises, developed an astonishing grass-roots operation and became closely aligned with the Republican Party.


	Today it is arguably the most powerful lobbying organization in the nation’s capital and certainly one of the most feared. There is no single secret to its success, but what liberals loathe about the NRA is a key part of its power. These are the people who say no.


	They are absolutist in their interpretation of the Second Amendment. The NRA learned that controversy isn’t a problem but rather, in many cases, a solution, a motivator, a recruitment tool, an inspiration.


	Gun-control legislation is the NRA’s best friend: The organization claims an influx of 100,000 new members in recent weeks in the wake of the elementary school massacre in Newtown, Conn. The NRA, already with about 4 million members, hopes that the new push by Democrats in the White House and Congress to curb gun violence will bring the membership to 5 million.


	The group has learned the virtues of being a single-issue organization with a very simple take on that issue. The NRA keeps close track of friends and enemies, takes names and makes lists. In the halls of power, it works quietly behind the scenes. It uses fear when necessary to motivate supporters. The ultimate goal of gun-control advocates, the NRA claims, is confiscation and then total disarmament, leading to government tyranny.


	“We must declare that there are no shades of gray in American freedom. It’s black and white, all or nothing,” Executive Vice President Wayne LaPierre said at an NRA annual meeting in 2002, a message that the organization has reiterated at almost every opportunity since.


	“You’re with us or against us.”


	An identity crisis


	The National Rifle Association was founded in 1871 by National Guard and retired Army officers in New York who vowed to “promote rifle practice” and improve marksmanship. The first president, Civil War general Ambrose Burnside, had seen too many Union soldiers who couldn’t shoot straight. For generations thereafter, the NRA focused on shooting, hunting and conservation, and no one thought of it as a gun lobby.


	The turmoil of the 1960s — assassinations, street violence, riots — spurred Congress to pass the Gun Control Act of 1968, the first major piece of gun legislation since the New Deal. Supporters of gun control originally included California Gov. Ronald Reagan, who worried about the heavily armed Black Panthers.


	The NRA didn’t like the 1968 law, viewing it as overly restrictive, but also didn’t see it as a slide toward tyranny. The top NRA officer, Franklin Orth, wrote in the association’s publication American Rifleman that “the measure as a whole appears to be one that the sportsmen of America can live with.”


	The key word: “sportsmen.”


	In 1972, a new federal agency charged with enforcing the gun laws came into being: the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF). Lawmakers raged against the terror of cheap handguns known as Saturday-night specials.


	It was in that environment that Neal Knox rose to prominence.


	Clifford Neal Knox — born in Oklahoma, raised in Texas, a graduate of Abilene Christian College — started out as a newspaper reporter and editor before founding, at the age of 30, Gun Week magazine.


	He wanted to roll back gun laws, even the ones that restricted the sale of machine guns. He believed that gun-control laws threatened basic American freedoms, that there were malign forces that sought nothing less than total disarmament. There would come a point when Knox would suggest that the assassinations of the 1960s and other horrors might have been part of a gun-control plot: “Is it possible that some of those incidents could have been created for the purpose of disarming the people of the free world? With drugs and evil intent, it’s possible. Rampant paranoia on my part? Maybe. But there have been far too many coincidences to ignore” (Shotgun News, 1994).


	In the second half of the 1970s, the NRA faced a crossroads. Would it remain an Establishment institution, partnering with such mainstream entities as the Ford Foundation and focusing on shooting competitions? Or would it roll up its sleeves and fight hammer and tongs against the gun-control advocates? Or flee to the Mountain West? The latter was appealing, and the NRA leadership decided to move the headquarters to Colorado and also spend $30 million to build a recreational facility in New Mexico called the National Outdoor Center.


	The moderates felt rejected by both the NRA hard-liners and the Washington elite.


	“Because of the political direction the NRA was taking, they weren’t being invited to parties and their wives were not happy,” says Jeff Knox, Neal’s son and director of the Firearms Coalition, which fights for the Second Amendment and against laws restricting guns or ammunition. “Dad was on the phone constantly with various people around the country. He had his copy of the NRA bylaws and Robert’s Rules, highlighted and marked. My father and a lot of local club leaders and state association guys organized their troops.”


	Theirs was a grass-roots movement within the NRA. The solution was to use the membership to make changes. The bylaws of the NRA gave members power on the convention floor to vote for changes in the NRA governing structure.


	“We were fighting the federal government on one hand and internal NRA on the other hand,” Aquilino says.


	In Cincinnati, Knox read the group’s demands, 15 of them, including one that would give the members of the NRA the right to pick the executive vice president, rather than letting the NRA’s board decide. The coup took hours to accomplish. Joe Tartaro, a rebel, remembers the evening as “electric.” The hall’s vending machine ran out of sodas.


	By 3:30 in the morning the NRA had a whole new look. Gone were the Old Guard officers, including Maxwell Rich, the ousted executive vice president. The members replaced him with an ideological soul mate of Knox’s named Harlon Carter.


	Carter, a longtime NRA board member, had arrived in Washington in 1975 as founding director of a new NRA lobbying unit, the Institute for Legislative Action (ILA). His pugnacious approach, which rankled the Old Guard, was captured in a letter he wrote to the entire NRA membership to discuss the fight in Congress over gun control: “We can win it on a simple concept —No compromise. No gun legislation.”


	He had a shaved head (“bullet-headed” was one description) and vaguely resembled Nikita Khrushchev. A former U.S. Border Patrol agent and chief, Carter was an outstanding marksman who racked up scores of national shooting records. (Four years into his tenure, he would acknowledge that, as a 17-year-old, he’d shot and killed another youth, claiming self-defense. He was convicted of murder, but the verdict was overturned on appeal.)


	Within months, thanks to Carter, Knox was working in the NRA headquarters, running Carter’s old lobbying unit. And Carter made clear in an interview with The Washington Post that the NRA wouldn’t be relocating to Colorado:


	“This is where the action is,” Carter said.


	Another leadership change


	Over the next few years, NRA membership tripled. With the presidential election of Reagan, the energized activists went on the offensive, hoping to roll back the 1968 gun-control laws and, in the process, abolish the ATF.


	Aquilino, who became the top NRA spokesman, remembers those days as great fun: “We were a bunch of 25-year-olds, and we created the whole grass-roots lobbying concept.”


	The hard-charging style of Neal Knox created internal and external turbulence. Carter kept looking over his shoulder at Knox, who clearly wanted the top job. On Capitol Hill, lawmakers chafed at NRA pressure. Sen. Bob Dole (R-Kan.) complained of the NRA, “You have to have a litmus test every five minutes or you’re considered wavering.”


	One day in 1982, Knox came to work and discovered that he’d been locked out. He’d been fired as head of the NRA’s lobbying shop and replaced by a mellower character, Warren Cassidy. Cassidy portrayed himself in an interview with The Post as a reasonable man: “There have been lobbyists at the NRA whose zeal has occasionally gotten in the way of their common sense.”


	“They felt Dad was too extreme and too uncompromising and they could get more mileage with honey than vinegar, so Harlon pulled the rug out from under him. It was hugely painful. They were best of friends,” Jeff Knox said. “Dad showed up to work in the morning and there was a security guard with his boxes of stuff at the front door, and he wasn’t allowed back into the building.”


	Neal Knox hovered around the organization. He managed to get elected to the board in 1983, only to be expelled a year later. (“My mistake — Mine! — was not to have cleaned house on the board when I had a chance,” Knox told The Post in 2000.) Carter, meanwhile, retired in 1985.


	What happened next revealed the NRA’s delicate position as a Washington institution representing a large and increasingly hard-line membership. After years of lobbying by the NRA, Congress passed the Firearm Owners Protection Act of 1986, which, among other gun-friendly provisions, eased restrictions on interstate sales of firearms and expressly prohibited the federal government from creating a database of gun ownership.


	A huge NRA triumph, the media declared. Some lawmakers said off the record that they would have voted against the act but feared retaliation from the gun lobby. And yet the Second Amendment fundamentalists were furious. The NRA endorsed the act even though it included a last-minute amendment pushed by gun-control advocates that further tightened the restrictions on machine guns.


	The hard-liners like Knox feared that the NRA had gone wobbly. Membership declined. Knox blamed the organization’s financial and membership problems on Cassidy and a general “compromising and wimpiness.” Cassidy shot back in the press: “Neal is unhappy about everything about an NRA that can function without Neal Knox.. . . Neal believes that the sun does not rise unless he permits it and does not set unless he permits it.”


	Knox, however, wasn’t going away.


	A shift back


	The NRA made a comeback in part because of the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act. The gun-control effort, named for White House press secretary James Brady, who was wounded in the 1981 assassination attempt on Reagan, called for a seven-day waiting period on gun purchases and a background check on the purchaser.


	“What if there had been a Brady Bill 150 years ago? What if they had to wait seven days to get their rifles to come to the Alamo and fight?” an NRA vice president, Robert Corbin, shouted to loud applause at the annual meeting in 1991 in San Antonio, according to The Post’s account.


	The membership once again shoved the NRA to the right, electing dissidents to the board, including the editor of Soldier of Fortune magazine. Among the new board members was a familiar face: Neal Knox.


	“What you’re seeing now is the NRA on the way back,” he said at the time.


	The organization had a new executive vice president, as well, Wayne LaPierre, who knew the organization inside and out from years in the lobbying shop. LaPierre, then 41, had been a PhD student in political science at Boston University with political skills smooth enough to land a job offer after college with Tip O’Neill, the legendary liberal House speaker from Massachusetts.


	Instead, LaPierre gravitated toward the lobbying world and, in 1978, was hired by Knox as an NRA lobbyist. He had helped write the gun-friendly 1986 legislation, and he maintained an unwavering stance on the Second Amendment. The NRA flourished under LaPierre’s leadership. As Bill Clinton ascended to the presidency, some 600,000 people joined the NRA, according to LaPierre’s tally. He appointed a Knox ally, Tanya Metaksa, as head of the NRA lobbying unit.


	“Wayne was trying to protect his flank, and he needed somebody very hard core,” recalls Richard Feldman, who worked for the NRA in the 1980s and whose book “Ricochet” is a tell-all on gun politics.


	LaPierre knew what notes to hit to satisfy the hard-liners. At the annual meeting in 1993, LaPierre told the members, “Good, honest Americans stand divided, driven apart by a force that dwarfs any political power or social tyrant that ever before existed on this planet: the American media.”


	Democrats in Congress and some Republican allies passed an assault-weapons ban in 1994. That fired up the NRA base. The NRA’s rhetoric grew harsher. Out on the political fringe, the militia movement grew in influence, as anti-government activists warned of black helicopters carrying federal agents dressed like ninjas. The militants cited the 1992 shooting deaths of two civilians in a federal raid at Ruby Ridge, Idaho, and the 1993 siege by federal agents of a religious sect’s compound in Waco, Tex., that culminated in a fire killing 76 people.


	John Magaw, then the head of the ATF, recalls trying to set up meetings with the NRA to discuss gun issues. “They would not answer. They would ignore us.”


	It was personal, too. Once, Magaw says, he saw LaPierre waiting to board a plane at Dulles International Airport. They were at the same gate.


	“I went over to pay my respects and say hello,” he says. “He just turned and walked away. He wouldn’t talk to me.”


	The NRA did not make LaPierre or any other NRA official available for an interview for this article.


	Everything seemed to be going the NRA’s way in the aftermath of the 1994 midterm election, when Democrats were drummed from the House en masse. But then came Oklahoma City.


	Timothy McVeigh’s April 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building killed 168 people, including 19 children in a day-care center, and although the NRA had nothing to do with the terrorist attack, the association’s strident anti-government rhetoric drew national attention. News reports focused on a fundraising letter, signed by LaPierre and sent to NRA members before the bombing, that said the new assault-weapons ban “gives jackbooted Government thugs more power to take away our constitutional rights, break in our doors, seize our guns, destroy our property and even injure and kill us.”


	Even staunch NRA members began to get queasy. Former president George H.W. Bush resigned his NRA membership. Former NRA president Richard Riley, who headed the association from 1990 to 1992, told The Post at the time, “We were akin to the Boy Scouts of America . . . and now we’re cast with the Nazis, the skinheads and the Ku Klux Klan.”


	LaPierre apologized for having used language that he said was wrongly interpreted as a broad attack on federal agents. And he began to maneuver behind the scenes to keep the NRA from turning into a fringe organization like the John Birch Society. That would mean doing something about Neal Knox, Metaksa and their allies.


	At the 1997 annual meeting in Seattle, Knox ran for the office of first vice president, a position that would put him in the line of succession to become president of the NRA. But suddenly he had competition for that job from none other than Charlton Heston. The legendary actor and NRA supporter beat Knox by four votes and went on to become president.


	“Needless to say, when you run against Moses, Moses wins,” says Joe Tartaro, the Cincinnati rebel.


	Metaksa left ILA the next year, and Knox was off the board at decade’s end. He died in 2005. David Gross, a self-described “Knoxinista,” says Knox and his allies ultimately won the ideological battle even if they personally didn’t survive as NRA leaders.


	“You know the old saying, ‘You never want to be first’?” Gross says. “The person with the alleged radical ideas, or the new ideas, they extend themselves, they fail, then somebody comes along, picks up the pieces and then develops the project.”


	By 2000, the NRA had become even more closely aligned with the Republican Party and worked strenuously to keep Al Gore from becoming president. At the annual meeting in May of that year, Hollywood legend Heston provided what might be the signature moment in the history of the NRA. He spoke of a looming loss of liberty, of Concord and Lexington, of Pearl Harbor, the “sacred stuff” that “resides in that wooden stock and blued steel.”


	Handed a replica of a Colonial musket, he said: “As we set out this year to defeat the divisive forces that would take freedom away, I want to say those fighting words for everyone within the sound of my voice to hear and to heed — and especially for you, Mr. Gore.”


	He held the gun aloft.


	“From my cold, dead hands!”


	The power of controversy


	Had Gore managed to carry Arkansas or West Virginia — states full of gun-toting Democrats — or his home state of Tennessee, he would have become president even without any favorable recount of votes in Florida. The next spring, citing the election results, Fortune magazine ranked the NRA as the most powerful lobbying group in Washington, surpassing even AARP.


	The paradox for the NRA is that it gains strength when under assault. During the 2000s, with gun control now largely off the table, the NRA membership leveled off. In 2004, the assault-weapons ban expired; in 2008, the Supreme Court ruled, in a 5 to 4 vote, that the Second Amendment establishes an individual’s right to own a firearm.


	The NRA is now headquartered outside the Beltway, in Fairfax, and, according to its 2010 filing with the IRS, has 781 employees and 125,000 volunteers. Annual revenue tops $200 million. It’s a tax-exempt, “social welfare” organization with the self-described mission “to protect and defend the U.S. Constitution, to promote public safety, law and order and the National defense.”


	LaPierre received $960,000 in compensation from the NRA and related organizations, according to the 2010 documents. Kayne B. Robinson, executive director of general operations, was paid more than $1 million. Chris Cox, head of the ILA, made $666,000. NRA President David Keene, a longtime conservative activist who was elected in 2011, is unpaid.


	Last election cycle, the NRA spent about $20 million on federal election campaigns, according to Opensecrets.org. It has endowed a professorship at George Mason University (the Patrick Henry Professorship of Constitutional Law and the Second Amendment). It’s a prodigious publisher of newsletters and glossy magazines, including American Rifleman, which in 2011 reported a paid circulation of 1.8 million. The NRA has a weekly TV show (“American Rifleman Television” on the Outdoor Channel) and a satellite news service, NRA News. The Web site is as slick as they come (as it loads on the screen, the site informs the visitor, “The full NRA experience requires a broadband connection”).


	Beyond the financial muscle, the NRA has people power. The NRA can inundate local, state or congressional offices with phone calls via a single action alert to the membership.


	Cleta Mitchell, an NRA board member, says, “Obama famously referred to people who ‘cling to guns and religion.’ He was right. We do. And we are proud of it. This is about abiding principles, and people take action when they think someone or some group is taking away precious values.”


	Grover Norquist, the influential tax activist and an NRA board member since 2000, believes that gun-control advocates fail to recognize that their efforts are viewed by many gun owners as a message that says, “You don’t like me.” That message blots out all other efforts to communicate, he says. And no one, he says, votes for a candidate simply because that candidate is in favor of gun control. Millions of voters, however, will vote against a candidate on that single issue, he says. He thinks Democrats’ efforts to pass new gun laws will backfire.


	“The D’s keep coming back to this. This is so visceral to them,” Norquist says. “Again, it’s an expression of contempt for Middle America. They don’t like you and yours and don’t think you should be in charge of the capacity to take care of yourself. They know they can’t do this for you, but they’ve hired these nice people to draw chalk outlines of your kids, and that’s supposed to make you feel better.”


	William J. Vizzard, a retired ATF official who is now a criminal justice professor at California State University at Sacramento, says the NRA is not trying to be like other Washington organizations seeking to influence legislation.


	“The NRA is a populist lobby,” he says. “They get support when people are mad and stirred up. They want the attention. They’re not interested in fixing things. They want to stir things up, and the more they stir things up, the more members they get and the more money they make. What do they gain by compromising? Nothing.”


	In the fall of 2009, Chuck Wexler, the executive director of the Police Executive Research Forum, convened a gun conference that brought police chiefs and law enforcement officials to Washington from around the country. Wexler also reached out to the NRA. The NRA representative remained largely silent, and at the end of the day Wexler sensed that the NRA had showed up merely to say no.


	“They were not willing to accept what police chiefs who deal with shooting and firearms every day were saying,” Wexler says. “It was like, we don’t really care what you’re saying because this is what we think. The NRA has a preconceived idea about what should be done. And that is nothing.”


	The NRA keeps track of gun-control supporters and makes lists. The NRA compendium of “National Organizations With Anti-Gun Policies” includes AARP, the AFL-CIO, the American Medical Association, the American Bar Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics — just from the A’s on the list. (Toward the end of the list is The Washington Post.)


	The NRA waited a week before it responded in depth to the Newtown massacre. LaPierre’s news conference, covered live on cable television, reintroduced America to the core values of the association. After calling for armed guards for every school, and uttering the line, “The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun,” LaPierre predicted that he’d be beaten up in the news media: “I can imagine the headlines, the shocking headlines you’ll print tomorrow. ‘More guns,’ you’ll claim, ‘are the NRA’s answer to everything.’ Your implication will be that guns are evil and have no place in society, much less in our schools.”


	“CRAZIEST MAN ON EARTH” blared the front-page headline of the next morning’s New York Daily News.


	“GUN NUT!” proclaimed the New York Post.


	Among the most sensitive issues for the NRA is the idea of a national database of gun registration. It is orthodoxy among gun rights advocates that registration is a prelude to confiscation. The diehards invoke Hitler and other dictators who confiscated guns prior to slaughtering innocents. The NRA also argues that such registration is unconstitutional.


	Two years ago, as part of The Post’s investigative series “The Hidden Life of Guns,” NRA lobbyist Chris Cox explained the organization’s position:


	“The federal government has no business maintaining a database or a registration of Americans who are exercising a constitutional right. Just like they have no right and no authority to maintain a database of all Methodists, all Baptists, all people of different religious or ethnic backgrounds.”


	Last week, Vice President Biden said the administration might use “executive orders” to curtail gun violence, a remark that incited the Drudge Report to run a screaming headline with photographs of Hitler and Stalin splashed on the page.


	Biden met with NRA representatives Thursday at the White House. The NRA listened to the administration’s ideas and then provided an immediate response.


	“We were disappointed with how little this meeting had to do with keeping our children safe and how much it had to do with an agenda to attack the Second Amendment,” the NRA said afterward in a statement e-mailed to its members. “We will not allow law-abiding gun owners to be blamed for the acts of criminals and madmen.”


	In short: No.


	

	Alice Crites, Julie Tate, Magda Jean-Louis and Tom Hamburger contributed to this report.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		PART TWO: Piercing The Secrecy
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	Since 1992, more than 2,500 guns recovered by police and tied to crimes in the Washington area have been traced back to their original sale at Realco Guns in Forestville, Md. (Ricky Carioti)


	 


	 






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		One store, 2,500 crime guns

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	By David S. Fallis

	Sunday, October 24, 2010


	

	Outside a baby shower in Landover three years ago, Erik Kenneth Dixon snapped. As he argued with his sister and her boyfriend in a parking lot, the 25-year-old man whipped out a .45-caliber Glock and shot her in the leg. Then he chased down her boyfriend, firing between cars and at the running man’s feet until he slipped on wet grass. As the prone man held his hands up in futile defense, Dixon executed him, firing seven times.


	By law, Dixon was prohibited from owning a gun. He had spent almost three years in prison for shooting at a man. But three months before the baby-shower killing, he gave his girlfriend $335 and took her to an old brick house on a commercial strip just beyond the District line in Forestville, home to a gun shop called Realco.


	“He knew which one he wanted and picked it out,” the woman would later tell police.


	Dixon’s Glock was one of 86 guns sold by Realco that have been linked to homicide cases during the past 18 years, far outstripping the total from any other store in the region, a Washington Post investigation has found. Over that period, police have recovered more than 2,500 guns sold by the shop, including over 300 used in non-fatal shootings, assaults and robberies.


	Realco has been known as a leading seller of “crime guns” seized by local police, but a year-long Post investigation reveals the magnitude of Realco’s pattern and links the guns sold by the store to specific crimes. The Post compiled its own databases of more than 35,000 gun traces by mining unpublicized state databases and local police evidence logs.


	The Post investigation found that a small percentage of gun stores sells most of the weapons recovered by police in crimes - re-confirming the major finding of studies that came out before federal gun-tracing data were removed from public view by an act of Congress in 2003. For the most part, these sales are legal, but an unknown number involve persons who buy for those who cannot, including convicted felons such as Dixon, in a process known as a “straw purchase.” Such sales are illegal for the buyer and the store, if it knowingly allows a straw purchase. But cases are hard to prove. Law enforcement officials rarely prosecute gun stores, deterred by high bureaucratic hurdles, political pressure and laws that make convictions difficult.


	The investigation also found that:


		
		Nearly two out of three guns sold in Virginia since 1998 and recovered by local authorities came from about 1 percent of the state’s dealers - 40 out of the 3,400 selling guns. Most of those 40 had received government warnings that their licenses were in jeopardy because of regulatory violations. But only four had their licenses revoked, and all are still legally selling guns after transferring their licenses, reapplying or re-licensing under new owners.

		
		A gun store in Portsmouth, Va., transformed over the past seven years from a modest family-owned business into one of the state’s top sellers of “crime guns,” leading Virginia in the category of how quickly its guns moved from the sales counter to crime scenes.

		
		The federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, which investigates gun trafficking and regulates the firearms industry, is hamstrung by the law, politics and bureaucracy. The agency still has the same number of agents it had three decades ago. It can take as long as eight years between inspections of gun stores. And even when inspectors turn up evidence of missing guns, they cannot compel a dealer to take inventory.




	In Maryland, Realco towers over the other 350 handgun dealers in the state as a source of guns confiscated in the District and Prince George’s County, the most violent jurisdictions in the area. Nearly one out of three guns The Post traced to Maryland dealers came from Realco. The rest were spread among other shops across the state.


	The store is a paradox for law enforcement and politicians. Its owners say they scrupulously follow handgun laws. State and federal regulators have documented only minor problems in numerous inspections.


	“The owners of Realco Guns are cooperative with our detectives and have been compliant with all reporting requirements,” said Maj. Andy Ellis, commander of the public affairs division for Prince George’s police. “It shows a weakness in our system when a company like Realco can adhere to the law yet still be the source of so many crime guns. I can only imagine how much lower our violent-crime rate would be if Realco sold shoes instead of guns.”


	Dealers on the front lines


	Tracing brings into sharp relief the fact that virtually all crime guns are first sold as new weapons by a licensed dealer to someone who cleared a background check. The criminal demand for weapons - especially new ones that cannot be tied to previous crimes - puts dealers at the front line of crime prevention.


	One ATF study found that about half the guns in trafficking cases started as “straw purchases” from licensed dealers. As in the Dixon case, a person with a clean record buys a gun for a person who cannot or does not want to do so. The ATF looks to merchants to proactively weed out suspicious customers, such as a girlfriend buying for a boyfriend.


	Most experts and ATF officials agree that the number of conscientious dealers far outweighs the minority that break the law. Straw schemes can be hard to detect. A gun traced to a merchant does not necessarily signal that the merchant did anything wrong, the experts say. The number of traces a store generates is shaped by many factors, including the type and number of guns sold, geography, clientele and how clerks vet customers.


	The District has no walk-in gun shops but is ringed by more than 100 in Maryland and Virginia. Of the 996 guns successfully traced last year in the city, about one-fourth were tracked back to Maryland dealers, one-fourth to Virginia dealers and the rest to shops nationwide, according to the ATF.


	To track crime guns in the District and Prince George’s, The Post used public information requests to obtain local police logs listing 76,000 guns recovered by police in the two jurisdictions, then matched the serial numbers against a Maryland database of gun sales.


	About 9,400 had no serial numbers and could not be matched. Another 13,300 were rifles or shotguns, which the state does not track. About 44,000 guns were not listed in state sales records, meaning the weapons were probably sold by dealers scattered across the country or had their serial numbers entered into police logs incorrectly.


	About 8,700 guns were tracked to the Maryland merchants that last sold them.


	Police in the District and Prince George’s on average seized more than 160 Realco guns annually from 1997 through 2008. Realco’s firearms end up at local crime scenes at a rate nearly twice that of any other active Maryland dealer that had 10 or more guns seized.


	On a single day, police have logged two, three or even four guns sold by Realco, records show.


	A Taurus .40-caliber pistol sold by the store in March 2004 was put to work in a murder three weeks later at a Popeyes in Oxon Hill, where 20-year-old Robert Garner Jr. killed 22-year-old Kelvin Braxton. Police learned that Garner’s girlfriend had bought the gun.


	A Glock .45-caliber the shop sold to Alfred L. Evans in June 2004 was used in October 2005 in Clinton at a busy traffic light to kill 28-year-old Keith Ingaharra. After one driver cut the other off in evening rush-hour traffic, Ingaharra stepped from his car waving his hands. Evans shot Ingaharra in the hip, leg and chest and then drove home.


	“He had the gun right there at his fingertips,” said Ingaharra’s mother, Bonnie Rogers. “He just took it out and blew him away.”


	A Kel-Tec 9mm sold by Realco in January 2007 was used by Terris T. Luckett seven months later to shoot his wife 20 times, killing her at their Clinton home. He then killed a barber, John Scales III, in his shop. Luckett, who bought the gun, incorrectly thought the two were having an affair, police say.


	Realco’s president, Carlos del Real, declined repeated requests to be interviewed, dismissing the news value of gun tracing.


	“It’s such a ridiculous topic,” said del Real, who took over the shop after his brother died in 2008. “Maybe we should just move our shop a few hundred miles away.”


	Glenn Ivey said that after he became Prince George’s state’s attorney in 2002, he asked law enforcement colleagues if he could do anything about the flow of guns from Realco, which he said he knew of from his time in the 1990s as a prosecutor in the District.


	“I had an eye toward trying to take action,” Ivey said. “The feedback we got was: They are doing it the way they are supposed to. They are following the letter of the law.”


	Asked about Realco, ATF spokeswoman Clare Weber said stores with greater numbers of traces are inspected more frequently.


	“The number of traces that come back to a [gun dealer] is not a revocable offense if the dealer is found in compliance with record-keeping requirements,” she said.


	Joseph R. Vince Jr., who retired from the ATF’s Crime Gun Analysis Branch in 1999 and has worked as an expert for lawyers who represent victims of gun violence, said the pattern prompts questions.


	“If a gun store is bleeding crime guns, you have got to ask yourself what . . . is going on,” Vince said. “I have no problem with somebody being in the firearms business. That is a legitimate business. But why can’t the public be aware of where guns to criminals are coming from?”


	Realco walks the line


	Realco, one of dozens of dealers licensed over the years to sell handguns in Prince George’s, opened more than 35 years ago when Carlos del Real’s older brother Greg secured an ATF dealer’s license.


	The store - whose address is now in District Heights after an annexation three years ago - occupies a 1930 Craftsman-style house on a strip of Marlboro Pike, between the Loose Ends Hair Studio and the Black Ribeye drive-through. Across the street is a Dunkin’ Donuts and a check-cashing service. Down the block is a liquor store and a police substation.


	Stretched across one end of the front porch at Realco is a “Team Glock” banner, a marketing nod to the angular-shaped handgun. Bars line the windows. Customers enter in the back next to a sign announcing the “Realco Outdoor World & Gun Hospital.”


	Inside is a small paneled showroom lined with glass display cases and space for only a handful of customers. Rifle bags, gun safes, animal trophies and assorted gun gear fill the shop. Tacked behind the counter is a small yellow notice: “We will refuse the sale of ammo and guns to suspected straw purchasers.”


	Researchers in law enforcement, academia and the media first began to examine gun tracing data for clues to potential illegal sales in the late 1990s. (The efforts so angered gun supporters that they successfully lobbied Congress to impose a blackout on the once-public data in 2003.) In 1999, The Post identified Realco as the source of 493 guns used in crimes from 1996 to 1998, based on data from the ATF. That was twice the number of any other dealer in the region, and later researchers would rank Realco in the top 10 in the nation for crime-gun traces.


	At the time, Greg and Carlos del Real disputed the numbers. They said they operated in a high-crime area but obeyed all laws.


	“We step all over these people’s constitutional rights to prevent these straw purchases,” Greg del Real said.


	Months later, Maryland State Police officials told The Post they were “taking an aggressive look” at Realco and potential straw purchases. Nothing came of the investigation, records show.


	Greg del Real followed news of the state probe with a letter to The Post, disputing that “our store is in any way responsible for the flow of ‘crime guns.’”


	Guns, he wrote, are traced for many reasons that might not include “criminal use,” including stolen guns and guns used in self-defense.


	“We suspect that those reasons for traces, coupled with our high volume of sales, may account for the ‘higher than average’ number of gun traces attributed to our store,” he wrote.


	“The hundreds of sales that we have refused to make over the years,” he also noted, “are not reflected in any statistical report.”


	Realco was back in the news in August 2007 when D.C. police issued a report that identified the leading sources of crime guns seized in D.C. in 2006 - Realco was No. 1 with 76, three times the number of the next-most-frequent dealer.


	That month, prosecutor Ivey joined Jesse L. Jackson’s Rainbow/Push Coalition and others outside Realco in a “protest against illegal guns.” Inside the shop, Maryland State Police pored over Realco’s paperwork. Investigators found little of concern.


	“The brothers Del Real were cooperative during the inspection,” they wrote.


	Crime guns stack up


	The gun industry often says that traces reflect little more than the number of guns a merchant has sold. But Maryland dealers that have sold almost as many or more guns than Realco have had their guns seized at much lower rates, records show.


	Realco is listed in the Maryland database as selling 19,000 guns since 1984. Of every 1,000 sold, analysis shows, police later recovered 131.


	About five miles away from Realco, near Andrews Air Force Base, is Maryland Small Arms Range Inc. The longtime dealer has sold about 15,000 guns over the past 25 years. For every 1,000 it sold, police later recovered 41.


	Jack Donald, a longtime salesman at the shop, said police officers often use the range on site, potentially affecting who shops there.


	“It may be some kind of a deterrent,” Donald said.


	Atlantic Guns, a long-established dealer in Silver Spring, has sold more than 18,000 guns in the past 25 years. For every 1,000 sold, police have recovered 28.


	And in Rockville, a second Atlantic Guns location has sold more than 21,000 firearms since 1984 - the most listed in state records. Out of every 1,000 guns sold, police recovered eight.


	One of the main ATF indicators of trafficking is how quickly guns are seized after they are sold, known as “time to crime.” The faster guns are recovered, the ATF has found, the more likely they were bought by someone with criminal intent, sometimes through straw purchases. Anything less than three years is considered a potential red flag.


	In general, Realco guns have been recovered more quickly than guns sold by other Maryland dealers. In Prince George’s and the District, 55 percent of the recovered Realco guns were logged by police within three years, compared with 40 percent for the guns recovered from other Maryland dealers.


	A Smith & Wesson .40-caliber handgun sold in March 2006 was recovered by Prince George’s police 13 months later not far from a body, surrounded by shell casings, on a Landover street. A 26-year-old man was shot and killed after finding two men breaking into his car. The shooter told police that he asked a 21-year-old woman to purchase the handgun for him because he was 20 at the time and “not of legal age to purchase one himself,” police said.


	In a May 2006 straw purchase, a man bought a handgun at Realco for a felon friend who wanted to shoot abortion doctors. The plot was foiled after the felon’s family called authorities weeks later.


	In another straw scheme that ended later that year, a 22-year-old District man on probation for a handgun violation had his 47-year-old girlfriend, an office manager at a law firm who had a clean record, buy handguns for him on four shopping trips to Realco, prosecutors said. The scheme unraveled after police recovered one of the guns in the District.


	The ATF trace revealed that the woman had bought it at Realco two months before. After talking with an ATF agent, she filed reports that one of the guns was stolen, but she eventually said she gave it to her boyfriend.


	The man “went to Realco Guns with her on each occasion,” she told the ATF, according to a document filed in court.


	The straw purchase


	When Erik Dixon first shot at a man, he had in his grip a relatively new Ruger .40-caliber handgun from Realco.


	Dixon, then 21, had a string of arrests, was on federal probation, had abused drugs and complained of hearing voices in his head.


	Standing outside his mother’s home in Landover the night of May 3, 2003, he accused a man, an acquaintance, of attacking him. Dixon ordered the man to the ground, took $200 from him and pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the asphalt, and lead fragments ricocheted into the victim’s face and shoulder.


	As Dixon put the gun to the back of the man’s head, a police car turned onto the street. Dixon fled.


	When police arrested Dixon two days later, the gun fell from his waistband. Realco had sold the gun about eight months before, records show, to a man who had lived in the area.


	Charged with attempted murder, Dixon claimed he was insane. The courts sent him to prison on a lesser charge of felony assault.


	Once out, he met Cathy R. Anderson, 31, and soon asked that she buy a gun for him. In January 2007, the pair visited Realco, where she made a down payment on a Glock .45, signing a form saying she was buying the gun for herself. Dixon was in the store with her, she later told police.


	She told investigators she didn’t know of his criminal past. She said she never touched the gun after she picked it up on a return trip to Realco.


	“I took it back to Erik’s truck and gave it to him,” she told police.


	Two months later, Anderson called Maryland State Police, nervous about what she had done. That day, April 5, they opened a straw-purchase investigation to track down Dixon and the gun. Nine days later, he murdered his sister’s boyfriend.


	He was arrested nine days after that in Virginia. Anderson cooperated with prosecutors, who chose not to charge her. Dixon is serving a 60-year sentence.


	In phone messages, Anderson declined to be interviewed, saying Dixon is no longer in her life.


	“That was then; this is now,” she said. “. . . I’m sorry for what happened.”

	

	Contributing to this report were staff writers James V. Grimaldi and Sari Horwitz, videographer Ben de la Cruz, staff researcher Julie Tate and former staff researcher Meg Smith.


	Additional Co​ntent:


	Emmy award winning video, A Source of Crime Guns
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	Under the law, investigators cannot reveal federal firearms tracing information that shows how often a dealer sells guns that end up seized in crimes. The law effectively shields retailers from lawsuits, academic study and public scrutiny. It also keeps the spotlight off the relationship between rogue gun dealers and the black market in firearms.


	Such information used to be available under a simple Freedom of Information Act request. But seven years ago, under pressure from the gun lobby, Congress blacked out the information by passing the so-called Tiahrt amendment, named for Rep. Todd Tiahrt (R-Kan.). The law removed from the public record a government database that traces guns recovered in crimes back to the dealers.


	“It was extraordinary, and the most offensive thing you can think of,” said Chuck Wexler, director of the Police Executive Research Forum, a nonprofit group for police chiefs. “The tracing data, which is now secret, helped us see the big picture of where guns are coming from.”


	The amendment also kept the data from being used by cities and interest groups to sue the firearms industry, an avenue of attack modeled after the lawsuits against tobacco companies. “They were trying to drive a stake through the heart of the [gun] industry,” said Lawrence Keane, general counsel for the National Shooting Sports Foundation, a trade group for firearms dealers and makers. “It took an act of Congress to stop the litigation.”


	To break through the federal secrecy imposed by the Tiahrt amendment, The Post obtained hundreds of thousands of state and local police records and did its own tracing and analysis. To develop Maryland statistics, The Post took records of handgun sales from a state database and cross-referenced them against lists of gun serial numbers from police evidence logs in the District and Prince George’s County. For Virginia, The Post gathered records of gun traces from a State Police database.


	The National Rifle Association and other gun rights activists say releasing the tracing data unfairly tainted honest businesses by demonizing legal gun sales. Tiahrt and defenders of his amendment say it was backed by a national police union and the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, which wanted the database to be kept secret to protect undercover officers.


	But Bradley A. Buckles, ATF director at the time, said his agency did not ask for the amendment. “It just showed up,” he said. “I always assumed the NRA did it.”


	The NRA said the amendment protects gun owners and manufacturers. The data were being “used to push a political agenda,” said Chris W. Cox, executive director of the NRA Institute for Legislative Action. “None of these individual dealers or companies was going to be able to withstand the avalanche of lawsuits and being held literally responsible for crime.”


	The proposal surprised some members of the House Appropriations Committee when it came up for a vote in July 2003. As a result, it barely passed, 31-30, though the committee was full of NRA supporters such as Rep. Frank R. Wolf (R-Va.), who voted no because he was troubled at being “caught flat-footed and blindsided.”


	After the vote, Rep. James P. Moran Jr. (D-Va.) objected. “It was not the subject of hearings. It has no support from law enforcement. It has no support from Attorney General [John] Ashcroft. It really serves to protect only the most corrupt gun dealers at the expense of all other legitimate gun dealers.”


	Tracing began after the Gun Control Act of 1968, which requires licensed dealers to collect certain information when a firearm is sold. A buyer must affirm that he or she is at least 21 and not a felon, a fugitive, an illegal immigrant or mentally ill. Dealers must list the information on Form 4473, with the firearm’s serial numbers, to allow police to trace guns.


	For three decades, tracing was used mostly to help police catch criminals linked to recovered guns. But in 1995, Professor Glenn L. Pierce of Northeastern University analyzed ATF tracing data and discovered that a tiny fraction of gun dealers - 1 percent - were the original sellers of a majority of the guns seized at crime scenes - 57 percent.


	Pierce’s analysis “blew everybody away” at the ATF, recalled Joseph R. Vince Jr., then deputy chief of the firearms division. Law enforcement might be able to reduce crime by focusing on a relative handful of gun dealers.


	The Clinton administration seized on the findings to encourage police to request a trace on every gun they confiscated. In 2000, Treasury Secretary Lawrence H. Summers, who oversaw the ATF, announced “intensive inspections” of the 1 percent - 1,012 gun stores.


	The inspections detected serious problems. Nearly half of the dealers could not account for all of their guns, for a total of 13,271 missing firearms. More than half were out of compliance with record-keeping. And they had made nearly 700 sales to potential traffickers or prohibited people. More than 450 dealers were sanctioned, and 20 were referred for license revocation.


	The ATF proposed tougher rules, such as requiring dealers to conduct regular inventories to detect lost or stolen guns. The gun industry opposed the rule, calling it a step toward a national registry of gun ownership.


	Lawmakers and groups such as the Brady Center to Prevent Gun Violence used the tracing data to identify the top 10 “bad apple” gun dealers. That angered gun store owners and manufacturers, who argued that selling traced guns does not prove wrongdoing.


	The industry turned its anger into action.


	For years, the ATF had been releasing tracing data that was at least a year old. A Freedom of Information Act lawsuit pushed for contemporaneous data, but the ATF balked because it felt that the release of real-time trace data could threaten investigations. The standoff landed in the Supreme Court.


	In February 2003, before oral arguments, the NRA persuaded Rep. George R. Nethercutt (R-Wash.) to add a provision codifying the time delay into a 544-page omnibus spending bill. In a dramatic move, the high court canceled arguments. The case eventually was tossed out.


	Next, the gun lobby moved to take the trace data out of public circulation altogether. In July 2003, Tiahrt introduced his amendment, saying, “I wanted to make sure I was fulfilling the needs of my friends who are firearms dealers.”


	Tiahrt - who lost in this year’s Republican Senate primary - said he also was lobbied by the Fraternal Order of Police. “They believed it would allow criminals to track down who undercover officers were,” Tiahrt said. But FOP Executive Director James Pasco Jr. said the union played no role in drafting the amendment. “We were not there before the fact,” he said. “We were supportive after the fact.”


	An appeals court in Chicago ridiculed the undercover argument, saying it was one of several “far-fetched hypothetical scenarios” offered to oppose releasing the data. Although the FOP supported the Tiahrt amendment, police chiefs across the country have opposed it as an impediment to local law enforcement.


	In 2007, mayors led by New York’s Michael R. Bloomberg attacked the amendment, saying it shielded dealers who broke the law. Armed with trace information from before the ban, New York filed civil suits against more than two dozen dealers in Georgia, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina and Virginia. The city hired investigators to do undercover stings for illegal gun sales. Twenty-one dealers accepted court monitoring of their businesses.


	Tiahrt and the NRA said the lawsuits compromised 18 ATF investigations. However, ATF associate chief counsel Barry Orlow said none was compromised.


	During the 2008 campaign, Barack Obama promised to repeal the Tiahrt restrictions on local police access to national trace data. When the administration passed its budget last year, it expanded police access but also tightened restrictions on public disclosure.


	

	Research editor Alice Crites contributed to this report.
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	A man walked into Roanoke Firearms one summer day in 2004 to buy a Glock 17 handgun with a laser sight and high-capacity magazine. Three nights later, he unleashed a jackhammer of gunfire - 33 rounds - into a crowded parking lot up the road, killing one and wounding two.


	At Bob’s Gun Shop in Norfolk, a woman accompanied by an 18-year-old with a long rap sheet bought a “Baby 9″ for protection in November 2006. Seven weeks later, the teen stole a truck and used the 9mm pistol to execute a man who intervened.


	Outside an Ace Hardware in Lynchburg, a teen paid a man $70 to buy a Hi-Point handgun for him in April 2008. Seven days later, the teen’s gang stormed a gas mart, shot the clerk in the head and fled with wads of bloody cash.


	These three guns tell part of the hidden story of how firearms move from gun dealers to crime scenes across Virginia.


	A year-long Washington Post investigation broke through the congressionally imposed secrecy surrounding federal gun tracing and, for the first time, has identified the dealers that sell the majority of “crime guns” in Virginia. There have been thousands of firearms dealers licensed in the state since 1998, but 60 percent of the 6,800 guns sold in Virginia in that time and later seized by police can be traced to just 40 dealers. The merchants include mom-and-pop gun shops, inner-city pawn dealers and suburban sporting-goods outlets.


	The data highlight long-standing questions about the role of gun sellers in fueling crime. Do these dealers bear any responsibility for how their guns are used? Is law enforcement sufficiently focused on whether they are doing enough to prevent “straw purchases” for criminals?


	Academic experts and law enforcement officials argue that gun traces can be used to help identify dealers that, knowingly or not, are selling guns to traffickers. Gun rights activists counter that the tracing unfairly tarnishes dealers and merely reflects the volume of weapons sold. But the Virginia records reinforce studies by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives and others that show volume is only part of the equation. The 40 dealers account for about 30 percent of the state’s gun sales, but their guns make up almost two-thirds of those seized and reported to State Police.


	“We are aware of the dealers that have higher numbers of traces,” Special Agent Mike Campbell of the ATF’s Washington Field Division said of The Post’s findings. “It is one of the factors that causes us to take a closer look. . . . If they are following the law and our inspections find their paperwork is in order, that’s a lot of traces, but there’s not a whole lot we can do.”


	Gun dealers say they work hard to prevent illegal sales. “It’s not to our advantage to sell guns in a mercenary way,” said Mitchell Dunbar, who operates two Superior Pawn shops, in Virginia Beach and Hampton, that are among the leading sources of traced firearms. “We drive the same streets.”


	Politically sensitive


	Gun tracing is such a politically sensitive issue that Congress in 2003 banned the release of any federal data connecting dealers to guns seized in crimes. Lawmakers also prohibited the use of such tracing information in lawsuits against dealers. Current and former federal agents say that targeting suspect dealers is time-consuming and politically sensitive and that cases are difficult to prove.


	“I can tell you that most of the gun dealers are not bad gun dealers - they help us get the traffickers,” James Cavanaugh, a now-retired ATF special agent, told a group of police chiefs at a crime summit last year. “But to really put this in perspective, a bad gun dealer is like a bad cop. He can really hurt us because he can really pump the guns out.”


	The Post identified the Virginia dealers by using public information requests to obtain copies of a little-known state database of seized firearms. The Post also reviewed ATF regulatory files, mined trafficking cases, surveyed gun sales, visited shops and interviewed dealers and criminals caught with their guns. The newspaper obtained tracing data from local police to help fill gaps in state records.


	Scattered across the state, the 40 dealers linked to the most crime guns have sold more than 800,000 new and used guns since 1998. Four of the 40 are in Northern Virginia, but one of those is now closed.


	Local police have swept up guns from the top 40 in a sprawl of investigations: 40 homicide cases, 63 robberies, 96 suicides or attempts, 173 brandishings, 301 shootings with or without injuries, 655 drug probes and 1,043 weapons-related violations.


	ATF inspectors have found regulatory violations at most of the 40 dealers dating to the early 1990s. Infractions ranged from minor paperwork errors to sales to people prohibited by law from buying guns. All but eight merchants have been warned by the government - 73 times combined - that continued violations jeopardized their gun licenses. Four stores have had their licenses revoked, but all are still able to legally sell guns today at the same locations after transferring licenses, re-applying or re-licensing under new operators.


	Because of the secrecy Congress imposed, the details of what the ATF uncovered when inspecting dealers are generally redacted from the thousands of pages disclosed to The Post under the Freedom of Information Act. The lack of transparency has fueled complaints from gun-control groups that the ATF is reluctant to crack down on troubled dealers.


	Revocations of licenses are infrequent, averaging 110 a year across the nation out of about 60,000 licensed dealers. Federal prosecutions of dealers are even rarer, averaging about 15 a year nationally, including three over the past nine years in Virginia, records show.


	When the ATF does step up enforcement, it can lead to political pressure on the agency to ease off. For example, the ATF found that about 400 guns sold by licensed dealers at gun shows in the Richmond area were seized in criminal investigations between 2002 and 2005.


	One of them was an AK-47 sold to a straw buyer at a 2004 show in the Richmond area. The seller was Dark Sun Surplus, one of the top 40 dealers in The Post’s study. The gun was used nine days later by a drug dealer settling a debt. He shot up a car on a Richmond street, killing one man and injuring two others.


	When ATF agents tried to track buyers they suspected of straw purchases at Richmond-area gun shows, the operators complained to the National Rifle Association. Top ATF officials were called before Congress and asked to explain themselves.


	“What we did worked,” said Mike Bouchard, a former ATF assistant director for field operations. “But we got our butts kicked for doing it. They were baseless allegations. But you can see the impact of the gun lobby in Virginia, which has one of the biggest problems with crime guns.”


	New York City sues


	One of the toughest public actions against Virginia gun dealers came from outside the state.


	Five of these 40 Virginia merchants were sued in civil court in 2006 by New York City Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, who investigated them after 137 guns they sold were linked to crimes in New York. The suits included evidence from videotaped stings to see if merchants sold guns to simulated straw buyers. In a settlement, 21 dealers up and down the Interstate 95 corridor agreed to accept court monitoring of their business practices.


	One of the top 40 was forced out of business by state authorities, not federal, over paperwork violations of state law.


	Richard Norad, who sold thousands of guns a year as R and B Guns out of his Hampton home in the 1990s, pleaded guilty in 2001 to a felony for failing to obtain the required second piece of identification from a gun buyer. At least 1,400 of Norad’s guns have been traced. In 2007, a man armed with one killed a New York City police officer, according to news reports.


	Shawn Pettaway, a convicted trafficker now in prison in New York, was part of a ring that targeted Hampton Roads dealers, including R and B, in a scheme that police said ran more than 100 guns to the Bronx in the early 2000s. He told The Post he would scope out the gun shops and recruit female buyers so he could circumvent the state’s one-a-month limit on handgun purchases.


	Norad did not respond to requests for comment.


	Overall, more than half of the 40 Virginia dealers were the source of weapons purchased by suspected traffickers moving guns within and outside the state, federal prosecutions show. Combined, the dealers have sold almost 400 guns to accused traffickers since 1993. Gun runners in some cases accompanied straw buyers to stores and traded cash or drugs for guns in the parking lots. One of those straw purchasers obtained a 9mm handgun at Superior Pawn in Hampton in 2005. Eleven days later, it was dropped by a gunman in a shootout with police in Jamaica.


	The fact that a store sold guns later used in crimes does not necessarily mean the dealer did anything wrong or illegal. Catching dealers that break the law is not as simple as adding up traces, experts caution. The type and numbers of guns sold, a store’s location, its clientele, how it screens buyers, and even police tracing practices all affect the numbers.


	“Some dealers are just bad-guy magnets,” said Garen Wintemute, who heads up the Violence Prevention Research Program at the University of California at Davis and studies tracing. “They are more likely to sell inexpensive handguns, to be pawnbrokers, to be located in urban areas, and to be patronized by would-be gun buyers who . . . are prohibited from owning guns.”


	Because federal law requires that all guns be purchased from a federally licensed dealer, the ATF looks to the 60,000 regulated merchants as the front-line defense against gun trafficking. Law enforcement officials agree that the vast majority of dealers strive to keep their guns away from criminals.


	“If this was a drugstore and we had narcotic drugs behind the counter, we would want to make sure they are getting into the right hands,” said Robert Marcus, whose Norfolk gun shop is one of the larger sources of guns traced in Virginia. But, Marcus noted, once guns leave his shop, “we have no control over the product. We can’t go home with it.”


	That is why dealers often say that holding them accountable if a gun they legally sold is used in a crime is as absurd as blaming a car dealer for traffic crashes. Licensed dealers say buyers must pass background checks and often resell guns or lose them to thieves.


	“Do I feel responsible for someone using a gun in a crime? Honestly, I don’t,” said Mark Bailey, a gun merchant from Tazewell, Va., who sells at Richmond gun shows and is one of the top 40 Virginia dealers. “If somebody goes down to Lowe’s and buys a lead pipe and goes out here and beats somebody to death . . . nobody in Lowe’s feels responsible for that.”


	Ron Hess has sold guns for decades from his store in Norfolk, moving about 900 a year. The shop is also one of the top 40. In 2008, police traced at least 72 firearms back to his counters.


	Hess said suspicious customers get the boot. Like many dealers, he complained that not all traced guns are “crime guns,” the term used by the ATF. Hess questioned why a gun stolen from a customer, then found and traced, is a crime gun. “That really [ticks] me off,” Hess said. “It’s a ‘lost, stolen’ gun.”


	The ATF defines crime gun as one used or suspected to have been used in a crime or illegally possessed. Even “found” guns are likely crime guns, said Charles Houser, who runs the ATF’s National Tracing Center in West Virginia, because lawful owners don’t abandon guns. “A reasonable person would argue that a crime probably has been committed,” he said. “We just don’t know which one yet.”


	The minimum or more


	About once a day, the staff at Bob’s Gun Shop in downtown Norfolk refuses to sell a firearm because something isn’t right. “They are constantly testing and probing and pushing,” Marcus said of criminals trying to secure guns. “Our license is too valuable to risk it over one sale.”


	Still, this 65-year-old shop is one of the leading sources of crime guns in Virginia, with Norfolk police alone recovering 88 of its guns in 2008. Marcus said he gets about one trace request a day. But he said the store’s trace numbers are probably fed by Norfolk’s demographics and the fact that it has sold more than 32,000 guns since 1998. His staff is vigilant, he said, in looking for telltale signs of a straw purchase, such as one person asking all the questions but another person filling out the paperwork. He has long tracked inventory by computer and surveils the shop with video.


	Those steps exemplify the approach the ATF encourages. The agency’s strategy has been to partner with dealers and the National Shooting Sports Foundation in the “Don’t Lie for the Other Guy” campaign to help identify straw-purchase attempts. But the ATF’s reach is limited. It can’t force dealers to screen customers beyond the background check, to inventory stock so guns do not go missing, or to install security measures to thwart burglaries.


	“The dealers have a choice: they can do the bare minimum, or they can do more,” said Campbell, the ATF agent.


	Some dealers say they curb or limit the sales of inexpensive handguns, such as those made by Hi-Point Firearms. ATF officials say that years of tracing has shown that low-priced handguns have greater appeal to violent criminals and gun traffickers.


	No other dealer in state records is listed as the source of as many traced Hi-Point pistols as Sonny’s, a Portsmouth pawnshop down the street from a neighborhood where a fast-growing drug gang made headlines last year.


	Sonny’s has sold more than 5,000 guns in the past 12 years. Of those, at least 230 were later traced - more than 140 of them Hi-Points.


	The ATF moved to revoke the shop’s license in 2004, citing chronic violations. As the process played out, different operators secured a new ATF license, keeping the doors open and changing the name on the license from Sonny’s Coins and Hobbies to Sonny’s Pawn Shop. Gun traces, including ones involving Hi-Point handguns, have continued. The new operators of Sonny’s declined to be interviewed, saying that tracing is “confidential.”


	Few questions asked


	More than 1,200 guns recovered by police have been traced to businesses run by Norman Gladden in the Hampton Roads area. One of the first shops he opened was A&P Arms, housed in a square cinder-block building in Virginia Beach. In 2006, ATF inspectors found that guns were missing and records were in disarray. An inspection the year before at Gladden’s shop in Hampton also uncovered problems, including 13 “straw purchasers, and suspicious purchasers,” records show. The ATF warned Gladden that his licenses were in jeopardy.


	Gladden told the ATF during the inspection in Virginia Beach that he “questioned the impact that straw purchases have on crime,”inspectors wrote, noting that he worried about angering legitimate customers.


	But straw buyers frequented his counters, court records show, securing 15 guns from 2004 to 2007 that led to trafficking prosecutions.


	One of those traffickers, Trevor Charles Fisher, was convicted in a drugs-for-guns scheme that included two straw purchases at A&P. The dealer was chosen “due to the fact the guns were dirt cheap and there were very little questions asked,” Fisher, now in a New York prison, wrote in a letter.


	One of Gladden’s own employees was peddling A&P guns on the side. The employee sold, traded or gave away 59 guns worth $70,000. Gladden discovered and reported the theft to the ATF in 2007. When ATF inspectors returned to the Virginia Beach shop to re-inspect, they documented 240 missing guns and repeat violations. They revoked his store’s license.


	Gladden simply transferred another license he held from his residence on the Eastern Shore to the Virginia Beach storefront, records show. Since then, the shop has sold thousands of guns. In response to questions, an attorney for Gladden said The Post’s information contained “factual inaccuracies, half-truths, dated information, unsubstantiated allegations by convicted felons and hearsay.”


	Reached by phone, Gladden declined to be interviewed. “History has told us that there is no good that comes out of us giving out information,” he said.

	

	Contributing to this report were staff writers James V. Grimaldi and Sari Horwitz, staff video journalist Ben de la Cruz, staff researcher Julie Tate and former staff researcher Meg Smith


	Additional Content:


	The First Line of Defense


	Virginia Gun Dealers


	Crime guns purchased at D & R Arms, Portsmouth, VA
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	D & R Arms, a no-frills shop tucked into a strip mall in Portsmouth, is one of more than 200 gun dealers in the Hampton Roads area and more than 1,600 active in Virginia. But no other dealer listed in state records has had so many guns move so quickly from counter to crime scene in recent years.


	Such a pattern is a red flag for law enforcement officials looking for potential gun trafficking. That’s because the speed with which a new gun becomes police evidence can indicate criminal intent by the buyer at the time of the sale.


	Since 2004, almost 70 percent of the guns traced back to the store were seized within a year, some within days or weeks, according to state records. The state rate is about 30 percent for the same time period.


	A “time to crime” of three years or less for a gun is a warning sign, according to researchers working with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. Researchers who have studied long-term tracing trends say guns remain in circulation for decades, but newer weapons turn up disproportionately in crimes.


	The big picture, according to interviews and records, is one of a store transformed in recent years for reasons unknown. During its first decade, the store rarely sold guns that turned up at crime scenes. But the number of guns sold there has tripled since 2004, and the number traced from crime scenes has grown sevenfold. ATF inspectors, after finding virtually no problems in 2001, have warned the operators three times since then that their license is in jeopardy. In recent years, the shop has sold guns to interstate traffickers in “straw purchases” who, when caught, told the ATF they were so obvious that store employees must have suspected something.


	“‘Time to crime’ in and of itself is not something we can revoke a dealer on. It’s certainly something we look at,” said Special Agent Mike Campbell of the ATF’s Washington Field Division. “We’ve inspected them, and for the most part they are following the rules and regulations. We’ve met with them and instructed them on what they need to correct.”


	The 2003 congressional blackout on federal gun-trace information has shielded D & R Arms from public scrutiny. The Post uncovered the surge in crime guns from the shop by analyzing a little-known database of seized weapons maintained by the Virginia State Police. By piecing together thousands of corresponding police and court records, the newspaper documented the details of the crimes.


	By the end of last year, officers had recovered and traced more than 250 guns sold by D & R Arms, often in drug- and weapons-related crimes in Portsmouth: An AK-47 and a shotgun from a cocaine dealer. A Hi-Point carbine dropped in a robbery by a juvenile who shot his victim in a struggle over the gun.


	Convicts and law enforcement officials say there is a relentless criminal demand for guns. New weapons are at a premium.


	“That’s the basic reason people tend to purchase firearms from those able to go to the store for them,” Jonathan S. Moore, now in federal prison in Ohio for drug trafficking after a string of arrests involving guns from D & R and other Virginia stores, wrote in response to a reporter’s questions. “Even though you may pay a markup . . . the extra money spent somewhat insures you from purchasing broken and ‘body ridden’ firearms.”


	“Body ridden” means used to kill or wound.


	The store, on Tyre Neck Road, is unimposing. Inside, gun gear hangs on one wall, a worn cargo-style couch sits by the counter and a dirty crockpot rests on a chair. Placards in the window say “I’m the NRA.”


	In a brief interview, Dana Taylor, 44 - who runs the store with her husband, Richard, 46, the shop’s owner - blamed the number of traces on sales volume and crime in Portsmouth. Records show the store has sold more than 8,900 guns since 1993.


	“I get a lot of nice people through here,” she said. “I think a lot of them get burglarized.”


	Taylor said they screen for straw buyers as best as they can. “If somebody pays you to come in here and buy a gun from me, how . . . would I know?” she said, adding, “I’m not a swami. I’m not a mind reader.”


	The federally required background check, she said, determines whether the store completes a sale for a gun.


	“Anybody who leaves here with a firearm, they all have one thing in common,” Taylor said. “They are approved” by authorities to buy the gun. “We don’t pick and choose who to sell to.”


	What people do with the guns once they leave is their own business, she said.


	“You have to talk to the people who are committing the crimes,” she said. “I’m not in control of their actions.”


	Dominic Andre Wyche was arrested on drug-related charges while in the presence of guns from D & R in both 2005 and 2007, records show. A subsequent arrest landed him in prison for distributing cocaine. “They make me feel as if they want my business, unlike other gun stores in the area who just want my money,” Wyche wrote of why he patronized D & R.


	Another customer, Samuel Mason III, brandished a .45-caliber Taurus from D & R Arms in 2006 when he jumped onto a Portsmouth fast-food counter, pointed the gun at employees and demanded cash. Mason had bought the gun at D & R six months before.


	When he bought the Taurus, Mason had only misdemeanors on his record and could legally purchase a gun. He told The Post that he got it for protection but that a desire for money led to the robbery, which landed him in prison.


	In 1993, Richard Taylor received his ATF license to sell guns as D & R Arms. Initially, the business shared space with a hair salon at a shopping plaza developed by his family. Taylor sold fewer than 100 guns in the first few years. But business picked up, and the shop soon expanded into its own space.


	Taylor briefly landed on the other side of the law in 1999 when a man filed a misdemeanor complaint that Taylor threatened to kill him. He “shot . . . a round at me, just missing me,” the victim claimed in court. Taylor completed a firearms safety course, and charges were dismissed.


	ATF inspectors documented no problems in D & R’s first 10 years. But a 2004 inspection uncovered numerous violations. The details are redacted from ATF records, but the problems were severe enough that the ATF held a “warning conference” with Taylor and his wife. Inspectors told them that if problems persisted, they would revoke the license. D & R’s response is unknown.


	Inspectors wrote that Dana Taylor told them the shop took steps “to avoid” a city ordinance that at the time required handgun buyers in Portsmouth to be fingerprinted and photographed by police, in addition to the state-run background check.


	D & R Arms, inspectors noted, transferred “many handguns” up the road to dealers in Isle of Wight County. The shops handled the sales for the Taylors for a $25 fee. After a 2004 change in state law rendered the local ordinance moot, sales of handguns at D & R Arms climbed sharply, state records show, and traces climbed to new highs.


	About the same time, two felons from New York were recruiting people with clean records to buy handguns and assault rifles from D & R Arms and a handful of other Hampton Roads merchants. The buyers, including the elderly and indigent, were paid in crack or cash. Trafficked guns were sometimes resold the next day in New York City. When law enforcement busted up the ring in 2005, traffickers had secured at least 50 guns, 15 of them from D & R.


	The traffickers later told investigators that they were in and out of D & R Arms with so many different people that the sales staff must have suspected they were making straw purchases. Guns from the shop, meanwhile, continued to turn up in serious crimes:


		
		40-caliber Taurus sold by the store in 2006 was linked to the wounding of a Portsmouth police officer four months later.

		
		38-caliber handgun sold by D & R Arms in 2005 was reported stolen on April 24, 2008, and used the next day to kill a Portsmouth pizza deliveryman. When police searched the residence of one of the killers, they found an AK-47, also sold by D & R.




	When Portsmouth officers rolled up on a fight involving three men in January 2008, they found each armed with a D & R handgun bought the previous year - a 9mm Taurus, a 9mm Jimenez and a .380 Cobra.


	The Taylors suffered a setback in December 2008 when an accidental fire reduced their shop to rubble. The couple soon reopened in a building across the parking lot. Since then, D & R has sold more than 1,400 guns.​


	Additional Content:


	One gun store’s ‘time to crime’






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		U.S. gun dealers with the most firearms traced over the past four years

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	By Sari Horwitz and James V. Grimaldi

	Monday, December 13, 2010


	

	A decade ago, politicians and the press routinely reported on gun stores across the nation that had the most traces for firearms recovered by police. In 2003, under pressure from the gun lobby, Congress passed a law that hid from public view the government database that contained the gun tracing information.


	The Washington Post has obtained the names of the gun dealers nationwide with the most traces over the past four years. In addition, The Post has uncovered the names of the dealers, all from border states, with the most traces from guns recovered in Mexico over the past two years.


	A high number of guns traced to a store does not necessarily signal wrongdoing. The number of traces a store generates is shaped by many factors, including volume, the type of guns sold, geography and clientele.


	Topping the overall list with about 2,390 traces is Vance Outdoors in Columbus, Ohio. Owner Todd Vance said his that grandfather started the business on Cleveland Avenue in 1938 and that the store is a top source for shooters, hunters, anglers and boaters in central Ohio.


	“We are one of the higher-volume gun dealers,” he said. “We sell thousands of guns.”


	Vance said that he and his employees are “very vigilant” about straw purchases, in which someone buys for a person prohibited from owning a gun, and that they turn down 10 to 20 suspicious sales a week. He said the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives conducts a month-long inspection annually.


	“We’re as honest as the day is long,” Vance said. “We want to stay in this business. We try to do everything humanly possible on our end to ensure sales are legitimate.”


	No. 2 on the list is Hyatt Coin & Gun in Charlotte, with about 2,055 traces. Larry Hyatt’s father opened the store in 1959. Hyatt’s 81-year-old mother runs the cash register, and his wife and son work in the 20,000-square-foot store.


	“We’re not going to let anything go wrong here,” said Hyatt, 63. “No one here is going to disobey the law. Nobody buys a gun from this store without being checked out.”


	Hyatt said the high number of traces is a public relations problem - “It just doesn’t sound good” - but he attributed it to large volume and longevity.


	“We’re one of the oldest gun stores and sell the most guns in the Southeast,” he said. “We’ve sold nearly a million guns. We have a 6,000-gun inventory and sell 50 guns a day. People buy here from 100 miles away because I have four gunsmiths to repair guns.”


	Most times, Hyatt said, the guns recovered in crimes don’t come directly from his store. Once firearms leave his store, he said, they can be stolen or sold to another person on the street or at a gun show, and often they are resold several times. Guns are also inherited when a firearms owner dies.


	“Every gun you sell, you have to worry,” Hyatt said. “It’s a dangerous product. We certainly don’t want our guns in the wrong hands. But 99 percent of them are used properly: hunting, self-defense, target shooting, collecting and law enforcement.”


	ATF inspected Hyatt’s store this summer.


	“They gave us a grueling audit,” he said. “They checked every gun, every serial number, every form to make sure we were doing it properly. We want to be inspected, and we want you to know we’re doing it right.”


	Don’s Guns and Galleries in Indianapolis has the third-highest number of gun traces, about 1,910 firearms. Owner Don Davis, 77, said he is not surprised that a large number of guns are traced back to his 37-year-old store.


	“I sell a couple thousand guns a year,” Davis said. “I sell guns to rich people and to poor. Poor people need protection, too. There’s no gun that leaves Don’s Guns that hasn’t been okayed by background checks.”


	Don’s has been on this list before. Between 1996 and 2000, before gun tracing data were hidden from the public, Don’s was No. 2 in the country, according to a list ranking gun stores by traces compiled in 2004 by the now-defunct Americans for Gun Safety Foundation. Over that period, 2,294 guns were traced to Don’s.


	In October 2004, Don’s sold six handguns to a Chicago gang member and his straw buyer while both were in the store. The gang member selected five Hi-Point pistols and an AK-47-type rifle, but the straw buyer filled out the paperwork and paid for the guns in cash, according to court records.


	Four of the handguns were later recovered by Chicago police. The straw purchaser was sentenced to three months in prison and three years’ supervised release, and the gang member received two years in prison.


	Davis said he and his employees have blocked many suspicious sales.


	“There’s no way we can tell if you’re buying a gun for someone else,” he said. “There is nothing to keep a gun out of the hands of a felon. He can’t buy one here, but he can go to a gun show and buy it or buy it from someone else. It’s stupid.”


	In the front yard of his home, Davis has placed an eight-foot-wide ornamental rock with the Second Amendment engraved on it. Also inscribed on the lighted rock is an eagle, the U.S. flag and one of his favorite sayings: “It’s better to own a gun and not need it than to need a gun and not own it.”


	Placing fourth with about 1,865 traces is Guns & Ammo of Memphis, a store in business for 25 years and with sales of 10,000 guns a year, owner Burt Simonton said.


	“Memphis has one of the highest crime rates in the nation,” he said. “We’re the largest dealer in the state. So guess where all the traces go back to.”


	When the Memphis Commercial Appeal published the 2004 list, Guns & Ammo appeared at No. 25. A reader, Don Nolan Jr. of Hernando, Miss., wrote a letter to the newspaper, saying, “Several times I have seen Guns & Ammo employees refuse to sell to buyers . . . who even suggested the store knowingly break the law.”


	Ranking fifth is Arrowhead Pawn & Gun Shop, in a strip mall in Jonesboro, Ga., with about 1,720 traces. The manager of the store said Arrowhead’s owner, Samuel Schwartz, was in the Caribbean and could not be reached.


	Arrowhead was the top out-of-state source of weapons seized by the police last year in New York City, according to a story in the New York Daily News.


	Arrowhead appeared at No. 20 on the 2004 list.


	Badger Guns in Milwaukee is sixth, with about 1,700 traces. On the 2004 list, the store, then known as Badger Outdoors, ranked No. 3 with 1,906 traces.


	In 2006, ATF investigators recommended revoking the license of Badger Outdoors, according to an investigation by the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.


	The Sentinel’s investigation revealed that the license recommended for revocation was relinquished voluntarily. A new license was issued to Adam Allan, the son of former owner Walter Allan, and the business continued as Badger Guns. Adam Allan declined to comment on the lawsuit or the traces for this story.


	This fall, attorneys for the Brady Center to Prevent Gun Violence filed two lawsuits against Badger on behalf of four Milwaukee police officers who were wounded with guns purchased at the West Milwaukee store. The complaints allege that Badger negligently and unlawfully sold firearms to people who were prohibited from buying guns and who then shot the officers.


	The lawsuits alleged that Badger has accounted for two-thirds of all guns recovered by police in Milwaukee. Badger did not respond to requests for comment and has not yet responded to the lawsuit.


	“We need to send a powerful message to gun dealers like Badger Guns that they will be held accountable when they knowingly funnel guns into the criminal market,” said Paul Helmke, president of the Brady Center.


	Seventh on the list is Trader Sports of San Leandro, Calif., with about 1,605 traces. The store was forced by the ATF to close several years ago after years of violations. Trader appealed to federal court and lost. Though the store no longer sells guns, it appears on the list because its guns are still in circulation.


	Lone Wolf Trading Co. in Glendale, Ariz., a suburb of Phoenix, is ranked eighth on the list with about 1,515 firearms traced. Lone Wolf sits in a strip mall, next to Spa Tahiti. Inside, model airplanes hang from the ceiling and the heads of animals adorn the walls. A sign behind the cash register advertised AK-47s for $499.


	Lone Wolf has jumped from No. 61 on the 2004 list.


	Last year, 12 people were indicted on charges of making false statements in order to buy 17 AK-47-type rifles headed to Mexico. The guns were purchased from seven stores, including Lone Wolf.


	Owner Andre Howard could not be reached for comment. ATF officials said they have no indication that Lone Wolf is doing anything wrong or illegal.


	Candler Road Pawn Shop in Decatur, Ga., outside Atlanta, is ninth in gun traces at 1,325. It ranked No. 7 on the 2004 list.


	“We run background checks on the individuals before they make their purchases,” said George Moutos, vice president of Lakewood Avenue Pawn Shop, which owns Candler Road Pawn Shop. “What happens after that, we have no control over.”


	Moutos said an employee of Candler Road did the right thing when a private investigator came into his store a few years ago and tried to buy a gun illegally through a straw purchase. The investigator was working for New York Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, who sent undercover private investigators into stores in a number of states to see if employees would allow straw purchases. An undercover video captured the Candler employee refusing to make the illegal sale.


	“When one person points to the gun and the other does the paperwork, of course we turn them down,” Moutos said, adding that Candler is a large-volume store. He said Candler has been in business for more than 30 years.


	Tenth is Shooters of Jacksonville in Florida, with 1,320. A manager there named Mike declined to give his last name and said there’s little the store can do to prevent guns being used in crimes. The buyers “fill out the federal document, pass the background check, and from there it is not our control,” he said.


	Mexico


	The Mexican traces obtained by The Post involve a shorter period of time - two years rather than four - and a smaller numbers of traces, in part because of problems with traces out of Mexico.


	Of the more than 60,000 guns recovered in Mexico and traced back to the United States, the ATF is able to link only about 25 percent to the dealers who first sold the weapons and the purchasers who bought them. In the United States, on average, 65 to 70 percent of the weapons recovered are successfully traced back to dealers and buyers.


	Reasons for the discrepancy include a lack of information from Mexico, such as incorrectly reported or obliterated serial numbers, ATF officials say.


	Of the leading stores with Mexican traces, Lone Wolf, eighth on the nationwide list, is No. 1 on the Mexico list. Over the past two years, it had 185 of its guns recovered and traced south of the border. Geography is a prime factor in those traces.


	Drive 10 miles north from Reynosa, Mexico, and you’ll find a string of four unrelated stores that ranked on the list with the most traces to Mexico. One of those is Glick Twins, which sells guns out of a two-story building in Pharr, Tex., and ranks No. 2 on the list with about 165 traces. Robert Glick, owner of the store, did not return a phone call.


	A Glick Twins advertisement on YouTubeencourages handguns for protection.


	“The time to own at least two pistols,” a narrator says, “has never been more important than now.”


	One ATF gun trafficking case began at Glick Twins by accident. Two Department of Public Safety criminal investigators happened to be in the store in April when they overheard a customer “inquiring about how many AK-47s he could purchase at one time” and whether clerks were “going to notify ATF about his gun purchases,” a court record said.


	The investigators tipped off police, and the man was pulled over as he drove away from the store. He told the ATF that he and another man had purchased 16 to 20 firearms for a man named Chuy, who paid them about $500 apiece, and that Chuy then took the weapons to Mexico. The men pleaded guilty to lying on federal forms and are to be sentenced in January.


	Third with about 130 traces is J&G Sales in Prescott, Ariz. Owner Brad Desaye says the family-owned business has been in operation for 33 years. His father opened a gun store in Montana in 1946.


	“We’ve been in business for a lot of years, and we’ve sold a lot of firearms,” Desaye said. “That number of traces is far less than one percent of the number of firearms we’ve sold in the last two years.”


	Several times a year, J&G also has large booths at gun shows.


	“We’re very meticulous and vigilant in our requirements,” Desaye said. “We turn down a lot of transactions. If a person says, ‘I want five guns,’ they don’t know what they’re looking at, they step back and make a phone call - hey, this transaction is over. Do not step back in the store.”


	“Unfortunately, if someone comes in and knows what they’re talking about and answers all the questions and we get a trace a month later, there’s really not much we can do,” he said.


	Fourth is Danny’s Pawn & Sporting Goods in downtown McAllen, Tex., with 12o traces. Owner Daniel Gallegos said he had no idea that his store ranked that high.


	“That’s news to us,” he said.


	He blamed it on the fact that his store is about 10 miles from the border.


	“It might be the area we’re living in,” he said. “That’s probably the reason.”


	About seven miles west is the store No. 5: A cademy Sports and Outdoors , with 95 traces. A family-owned chain based in Houston, Academy has 128 stores throughout the South, including eight along the border with Mexico. With the violence increasing and more guns being traced to Academy’s outlets, about a year ago the chain removed all tactical weapons, such as AK-47s and AR-15s, from the shelves of its border stores.


	“We voluntarily and proactively took several actions that would ensure our firearms sales don’t contribute to border violence,” spokeswoman Elise Hasbrook said.


	Academy also limits sales of such weapons, favored by drug cartels, to one per customer, counts its weapons twice a day and audits the inventory weekly, Hasbrook said.


	About 40 miles east in Harlingen, Tex., Valley Guns ranked No. 6 with about 90. Valley Guns closed a few years ago, and the building was sold to a shop called Valley Beauty Supply after the retirement of owner Paul W. Rosamond, according to his friend Joseph B. Vasquez. Also a dealer, Vasquez keeps Valley Guns’ archives in case the ATF needs to trace a gun.


	“When you’re sitting on the Mexican border, those things can happen,” Vasquez said. “Who are we to deny a gun to a guy who says, ‘I’m just out of the Army and I want to buy this or that.’ “


	No. 7 is the Carter’s Country flagship store in Spring, Tex., with 95 traces. The rustic-style building echoes with gunshots throughout the day from a shooting range just out the back door. Bill Carter’s office is in the building, and it is where he runs his four-store operation. The shop includes a gallery of dozens of wild animals from around the world, many bagged by Carter, who lives next door in a ranch-style home.


	While court records show that Carter’s Country employees have tipped off law enforcement to illegal sales, two former employees who filed wrongful-termination suits have leveled complaints that the company places profits above ferreting out straw buyers and illegal purchases. Carter’s Country has denied the allegations in court records. One of the suits was settled for a small sum, and the other was dismissed. Carter declined requests for an interview.


	Dallas-based Bachman Pawn and Guns, No. 8 with 65 traces, ended up on the list, owner Shaun Nelms said, because “we’re mainly a wholesaler. We sell to other licensed dealers. Ninety-nine percent of our traces have been to other dealers.”


	No. 9 is Collectors Firearms in Houston with 60 traces, which owner Mike Clark attributes mostly to high volume. Clark said it was a small number, “given what’s going on down there.” His stucco building in a strip mall belies the trove of antique firearms displayed in delicate glass-and-wooden cases. The curios draw buyers from around the nation.


	An expert in American firearms dating to the Revolutionary War, Clark recently gave a two-hour lecture on historic weaponry in his collection at an antiques show in Houston. Alongside muskets and Remingtons, new and used AK-47s and AR-15s can be found in a gun rack on the floor next to the front door. Clark said he would not oppose an ATF proposal to require dealers to report bulk sales of tactical rifles favored by drug-trafficking organizations.


	With about 60 Mexican traces, Western Firearms in Bell, Calif., outside Los Angeles, ranks 10th. Owner Aurelio Lopez did not return several phone calls seeking comment. Western, a family-owned business, has been selling firearms for 40 years, according to its Web site.


	Eleventh on the list with 55 traces is Sprague’s Sports in Yuma, Ariz., which advertises itself as having “SW Arizona’s largest firearm selection.” Owner Richard Sprague’s family has been in business more than 80 years in Yuma, and his grandfather built a hotel on the same property in 1929 when the area was all desert. The Yuma County Chamber of Commerce this month awarded Sprague’s, which has been selling guns for 54 years, its Member of the Month award.


	Sprague blames his traces on large volume and longevity. Sprague says he has hundreds of customers a day. But it’s also location, he said, with the border only eight miles away.


	He said it’s difficult to catch straw purchasers buying guns for Mexico.


	“They’ve learned how to loophole the system,” he said. “They know how to act correctly and answer questions correctly. It is coached and taught, and it’s hard to discern.”


	Sprague, whose father worked for the Yuma County sheriff’s department for 22 years, said his store works closely with the ATF.


	“We feel like we’re part of the team,” he said. “That’s what you sign up for when you take on the responsibility of being in this business.”


	Rounding out the top 12 is another Carter’s Country outlet in Texas, along the busy Katy Freeway. With 40 traces, the Houston store is probably the second-busiest of the Carter’s chain, which Dun & Bradstreet estimates brings in between $1 million and $2.5 million annually.


	A gun sold out of the store landed Carter’s in a lawsuit in 1997, and around that time Carter began seeking to put the trace data out of public reach. Alek Ambrosio, 21, was killed in a carjacking with a gun stolen by a gang member. The man’s parents sued, alleging poor security meant that hundreds of weapons went missing. An appeals court cleared Carter’s, ruling that the gun had changed hands so many times that the retailer could not be held liable.


	

	Staff researchers Madonna Lebling and Lucy Shackelford and research editor Alice Crites contributed to this report.
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	A display counter sits full of pistols at Bob’s Guns in Norfolk, Va. (Ricky Carioti)
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	By Sari Horwitz and James V. Grimaldi

	Wednesday, December 15, 2010


	

	Behind the scenes, federal agents in charge of stopping gun trafficking to Mexico have quietly advanced a plan to help stem the smuggling of high-powered AK-47s and AR-15s to the bloody drug war south of the border.


	The controversial proposal by officials at the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosivescalls for a measure strongly opposed by the National Rifle Association: requiring gun dealers to report multiple sales of rifles and shotguns to ATF.


	The gun issue is so incendiary and fear of the NRA so great that the ATF plan languished for months at the Justice Department, according to some senior law enforcement officials who spoke on the condition of anonymity but would not provide details.


	The NRA got wind of the idea last month and warned its 4 million members in a “grassroots alert” that the administration might try to go around Congress to get such a plan enacted as an executive order or rule.


	An ATF spokesman declined to comment about the matter. Attorney General Eric H. Holder Jr. declined to be interviewed. Matt Miller, a spokesman for the Justice Department, said “the administration continues to support common-sense measures to stem gun violence.”


	In the past few days, the plan has quietly gained traction at Justice. But sources told The Post they fear that if the plan becomes public, the NRA will marshal its forces to kill it.


	Such is the power of the NRA. With annual revenue of about $250 million, the group has for four decades been the strongest force shaping the nation’s gun laws.


	The fate of the Mexican gunrunning rule is only the most recent example of how the gun lobby has consistently outmaneuvered and hemmed in ATF, using political muscle to intimidate lawmakers and erect barriers to tougher gun laws. Over nearly four decades, the NRA has wielded remarkable influence over Congress, persuading lawmakers to curb ATF’s budget and mission and to call agency officials to account at oversight hearings. The source of the NRA’s power is its focus on one issue and its ability to get pro-gun candidates elected.


	The result is that a president such as Obama, whose campaign platform called for tougher gun laws, finds his freedom of action circumscribed. The issue has bedeviled Democrats for years, especially after defeats in the 1994 midterms and the 2000 presidential election, in which Al Gore lost his home state of Tennessee.


	“That was the shift of the tectonic plate for the Democrats on the gun issue,” said James Cavanaugh, former ATF special agent in charge in Nashville. “The thing that really, really, really scared the Democrats was Al Gore losing his home state, and the reason was the gun issue. They all know it.”


	The gun lobbyists are well aware of their power. “The White House is sensitized enough to understand it really is the third rail of American politics,” said Richard Feldman, a former lobbyist for the NRA and a gun industry trade representative who has discussed gun policy with White House officials. “They have figured out that it is a lightning-rod issue, and they don’t want it to injure them.”


	Led by Executive Vice President Wayne LaPierre, who was paid $1.26 million in 2008, the NRA in the past two decades has spent more than $100 million on political activities in the United States, according to documents and interviews, including $22 million on lobbying and nearly $75 million on campaigns.


	Only two groups have spent more on campaigns since 1989 - the Service Employees International Union and the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, according to a review of campaign financing by The Washington Post.


	In this year’s midterm elections, 80 percent of the 307 House and Senate backed by the NRA were victorious, a Post analysis of the NRA’s endorsements shows. About half of incoming House members got NRA backing, the analysis shows. In the Senate, the NRA says the number of A-rated senators is now 50.


	NRA officials say their efforts protect the rights of gun owners. “We don’t represent criminals who misuse firearms,” said Chris W. Cox, director of the NRA’s Institute for Legislative Action. “We don’t represent dealers who willfully and knowingly violate the law. We represent honest, law-abiding people, including honest dealers who are often targeted in an unfortunate way.”


	Last year, the NRA perturbed ATF agents by sending dealers an article by an industry lawyer. “You never, ever have to speak to an ATF agent or inspector,” the article said. “You have the absolute right not to answer any questions that an inspector may pose to you.”


	Another reason morale is low, ATF agents say, is the firearms bureau has been without a permanent director since 2006, when Congress required the position to be confirmed by the Senate. The effect was to give the gun lobby power to block a director - one senator can hold up any nomination, and the Senate needs 60 votes to overcome that opposition.


	Last month, about two weeks after the midterm elections, Obama nominated a director: Andrew Traver, special agent in charge of ATF’s Chicago field division.


	The NRA strongly opposes Traver because he is “deeply aligned with gun control advocates and anti-gun activities,” an NRA news release said. The group cited his work with the Gun Violence Reduction Project, a nationwide initiative of police chiefs, and the Joyce Foundation, which promotes stricter gun laws.


	With the NRA in opposition, Traver’s nomination is unlikely to be approved by Congress.


	“It is clearly the most powerful lobby in the United States,” said William Vizzard, a former ATF agent who is now a criminal-justice professor in California. “The NRA has shaped gun policy and shaped the ATF.”


	The NRA’s shift


	Don Davis, 77, has run Don’s Guns and Galleries in Indianapolis for 37 years and says he is one of the highest-volume dealers in the region. A big supporter of the Second Amendment right to bear arms, Davis resigned from the NRA many years ago. “They used to be an organization for the hunter and the fishermen,” he said recently. “Then they got into politics. They’re so political, that’s what they do with their money. Today if you say anything about a gun, they use their money to run against you.”


	The story of how a group created in 1871 to sharpen the marksmanship of soldiers transformed into a modern political juggernaut begins after serious gun control gained momentum in the United States following the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Robert F. Kennedy and the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.


	The NRA’s shift came at a time of increasing urban gun violence and debate about firearm laws. It also coincided with the creation of the modern-day ATF. The agency had been born as a bureau within the Treasury Department in 1972. By the middle of that decade it was moving from busting moonshiners in Appalachia to enforcing gun laws in U.S. cities.


	The NRA created a political arm in 1975, largely in response to the Gun Control Act of 1968, which expanded licensing and recordkeeping requirements for gun dealers and placed limitations on handgun sales. Shortly after, hard-liners wrested control from moderates during an NRA conference known as “the revolt in Cincinnati.”


	In 1978, the NRA was ready when the Carter administration proposed a rule requiring quarterly reports on gun sales from licensed firearms dealers. NRA opposition produced 350,000 letters and comments. One letter was addressed to the Gestapo, while another included a tea bag to invoke the Boston Tea Party.


	Congress killed the rule and also prohibited ATF from “consolidating or centralizing” gun dealer records in a computer database, which the agency wanted to do to analyze gun traces for trafficking patterns. Congress also cut $4.2 million from the ATF budget, the amount needed to fund a computer system.


	The message was clear and searing.


	“It scared ATF so badly that for the next 10 years, if you said ‘computer,’ everybody ran and hid in the closet,” Vizzard said.


	When Ronald Reagan came into office, the NRA nearly succeeded in its longtime goal of abolishing ATF. Reagan wanted to eliminate the agency and transfer its powers to the Secret Service and the Internal Revenue Service. But NRA leaders decided they preferred the weak devil they knew to stronger new regulators. Quietly and somewhat awkwardly, they lobbied to undo their accomplishment. “As long as ATF existed, the firearms lobby could utilize it as a symbolic opponent,” Vizzard said. “Without an ATF, the firearms lobby lost a key actor in the ritual drama - the villain.”


	Under Reagan, the NRA’s power grew. In 1986, the NRA won passage of a law that limited ATF inspections of gun dealers to once a year, reduced certain violations to misdemeanors and raised the standard of proof needed to revoke a dealer’s license.


	The NRA said the act was necessary because ATF was too tough on honest dealers, many of whom are small mom-and-pop operations. ATF agents said the effect was to make it much more difficult to shut down rogue gun dealers.


	With the election of Bill Clinton, the gun lobby faced its greatest challenge. He shepherded new laws, beginning with criminal background checks on purchasers and a 10-year ban on sales of assault weapons. One of the laws was named for James Brady, the former White House press secretary who was shot in the 1981 assassination attempt on Reagan.


	“Clinton was the most unfriendly president to the firearms industry,” said Lawrence Keane, general counsel to the National Shooting Sports Foundation, which represents gun manufacturers.


	Some rural Democrats with good NRA ratings sided with Clinton. In 1994, the NRA helped the GOP unseat so many Democrats that Clinton blamed his party’s loss of Congress on the gun issue. The NRA spent $114,710 to help Rep. George R. Nethercutt (R-Wash.) upset House Speaker Thomas S. Foley (D).


	“The NRA had a great night,” Clinton wrote in his autobiography. “They beat both Speaker Tom Foley and Jack Brooks, two of the ablest members of Congress, who had warned me this would happen. . . The NRA was an unforgiving master: one strike and you’re out.”


	The cold war between ATF and the NRA went hot in 1995 when LaPierre, in a fundraising letter, called federal agents “jack-booted government thugs.” Referring to ATF raid on the Branch Davidian compound in Texas, LaPierre wrote, “Not too long ago, it was unthinkable for federal agents wearing Nazi bucket helmets and black storm trooper uniforms to attack law-abiding citizens.”


	The letter backfired. Many NRA members contended LaPierre had gone too far. Former president George H.W. Bush, a gun enthusiast and a member since 1985, resigned from the NRA. Bush accused the NRA of slurring a “wide array of government law enforcement officials, who are out there, day and night, laying their lives on the line for all of us.”


	In the wake of that rare NRA misstep, the group turned to a new public face and president: Charlton Heston.


	At the 2000 NRA convention, the former actor brought the audience to its feet with his attack on gun control advocates. In a memorable speech attacking presidential candidate Al Gore, Heston raised a replica of a Colonial musket over his head and said, echoing a bumper sticker, “From my cold, dead hands.”


	When Gore lost the 2000 election, many Democrats blamed it on pro-gun-control positions he had taken in the past.


	Gun control activists tried a new tack: lawsuits. After watching the success of litigation against tobacco companies in the 1990s, the city of Chicago seized on a novel legal theory to sue gunmakers and stores, arguing that handgun marketing endangered public health. Bob Ricker, a former NRA counsel turned whistleblower, testified that the industry was complicit because there are gun dealers “who through willful, negligent or irresponsible actions contribute to the illicit gun market.”


	Industry lawyer Keane said Ricker, who died in December, was not credible, because he was a paid consultant. In response to the lawsuits, gun industry attorneys said that dealers should not be held liable for how their guns are used and that the lawsuits were an attempt to shut down the industry.


	The gun lobby played a congressional trump card. In 2003, Todd Tiahrt, a Republican congressman from Kansas, surprised members of both parties with a last-minute amendment to a spending bill to exempt ATF’s gun-trace database from the Freedom of Information Act. The effect was to take the heat off gun dealers with the most traces and deny the information to lawyers, academics and journalists. The Tiahrt Amendment, along with a later industry immunity bill, largely killed the litigation.


	The Obama effect


	In January, on the massive convention floor of the Sands Expo & Convention Center in Las Vegas, attendees and vendors from 75 countries milled amid the giant, dazzling booths featuring elaborate displays of weaponry, from Glocks to Bushmasters.


	The annual SHOT Show - the Shooting, Hunting, Outdoor Trade Show, the largest trade event for the shooting sports and hunting industries - drew about 60,000 buyers and manufacturers. Business was booming.


	“Despite the worst recession in a generation, we have thrived,” National Shooting Sports Foundation President Steven Sanetti said at the event’s state-of-the-industry dinner.


	The reason? Barack Obama.


	Critics say the NRA and other gun organizations used Obama’s candidacy and election to scare gun owners and boost their memberships. In TV ads and on the Internet, the NRA warned that Obama planned to ban handguns and close 90 percent of gun shops.


	“Never in NRA’s history have we faced a presidential candidate . . . with such a deep-rooted hatred of firearm freedoms,” LaPierre wrote in a fundraising letter in 2008. He declined to be interviewed for this story.


	Obama never said anything about banning handguns or closing gun shops. His campaign platform promised to pursue long-standing proposals to address urban violence: reinstating the assault weapons ban, outlawing “cop killer” bullets and closing the “gun-show loophole” that permits firearm sales without background checks.


	The campaign said Obama favored “commonsense measures” to protect gun rights “while keeping guns away from children and from criminals who shouldn’t have them.” Obama also said he would repeal the Tiahrt Amendment.


	The NRA created a Web page that is still active,www.gunbanobama.com , to attack Obama’s gun record. The site states, “Hillary was Right: You Can’t Trust Obama With Your Guns.” It then links to a mailer that Hillary Rodham Clinton used in the Democratic primary against Obama.


	Recognizing his vulnerability in swing states, Obama began to run an alternate campaign to calm the worries of gun owners, said Ray Schoenke, a former Washington Redskins lineman who founded a moderate gun rights group, the American Hunters and Shooters Association, as part of the Obama effort.


	The Obama campaign paid for Schoenke’s travel to 40 events in Ohio, Pennsylvania, Florida and Colorado to address pro-gun voters.


	“The opposition said Obama was going to take away everyone’s guns, tax ammunitions, tax guns, register guns and reinstate the assault weapons ban,” Schoenke said. “We said, ‘He is not going to do any of these things.’ And he didn’t.”


	When Holder, then Obama’s nominee for attorney general, repeated Obama’s gun control platform at his confirmation hearing last year, 65 Democrats wrote Holder vowing to “actively oppose” any effort to restore the assault weapons ban. It was taken off the table, along with the other proposals.


	Schoenke said he was in touch with the White House after Holder’s comments, and he was assured that Obama would not be making a move toward stricter gun laws unpopular with gun groups. “We basically said it ain’t gonna happen,” Schoenke said recently. “And it hasn’t happened.”


	In his first 20 months in office, Obama has virtually been silent on guns.


	When the Obama administration passed its budget last year, it left the Tiahrt Amendment virtually intact. It expanded police access to the gun trace data but tightened restrictions on public disclosure of the data.


	Gun control advocates are disappointed.


	“President Obama’s first-year record on gun violence prevention has been an abject failure,” said the Brady Center to Prevent Gun Violence.


	The NRA, whose membership has tripled since 1978, says it remains on guard.


	“We’re up against, in the next two years, an Obama administration embedded with people that have spent a lifetime trying to destroy this great American freedom,” LaPierre said on an NRA election-night webcast, “and we’re going to have our work cut out for us.”


	

	Staff researcher Magda Jean-Louis contributed to this report.
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	By James V. Grimaldi and Sari Horwitz

	Wednesday, December 15, 2010


	

	An important figure in the national gun debate is the Washington lobbyist for the nation’s largest police officers union, the Fraternal Order of Police.


	James O. Pasco Jr., as national executive director for the union, worked against the nation’s big-city mayors and police chiefs in 2007 when those groups launched a major campaign to reverse a decision by Congress that kept federal records about guns used in crimes from being made public.


	The FOP’s backing was crucial in deflecting the chiefs’ criticism that the secrecy undermined crime fighting. “It was very effective,” said Arkadi Gerney, special assistant to New York Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg (I), who has crusaded for tougher gun laws.


	Pasco is a product of the capital’s revolving-door culture. Before joining the FOP in 1995, he was the chief legislative representative for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, the agency that regulates the gun industry and enforces federal gun laws. People who know him describe him as a charming operator whose motives can be opaque.


	“Jim knows everybody in Washington,” said James Cavanaugh, a former high-ranking ATF official and a friend of Pasco’s. “And he moves like a shadow through the halls of power, as if it’s a little town. If you want something done in Washington, there’s only one guy to call, and that’s Jim.”


	As the national police union, the FOP primarily focuses on traditional labor issues, such as collective bargaining or Social Security and pension benefits. But the FOP has frequently weighed in on gun-related issues during Pasco’s tenure.


	In 2008, the FOP wrote the Justice Department questioning “ballistics microstamping,” which involves a firing mechanism that puts a microscopic code on a bullet, an aid to crime-solving that would impose additional costs on the gun industry. Last year, the FOP asked the Justice Department to fund the gun industry’s “Don’t Lie for the Other Guy” program to teach dealers how to avoid making illegal gun sales.


	In May, gun industry lobbyist Lawrence Keane gave the FOP’s charitable arm $100,000 from the National Shooting Sports Foundation, the industry group representing gun manufacturers. Keane said the gift was unrelated to the FOP’s positions on issues.


	Pasco is more than a lobbyist for the FOP. At the same time that he has worked for the police union, he has kept a lucrative side business representing beer, cigarette and entertainment companies out of the FOP’s Capitol Hill offices. His firm, Jim Pasco & Associates, has represented Philip Morris, MillerCoors Brewing Co. and Sony BMG Entertainment, according to his disclosure reports filed with Congress. The filings show that Pasco used the FOP’s address and phone number and his FOP e-mail address while working for corporate interests.


	“I’m allowed to have my own clients provided there is no conflict with the FOP,” Pasco said.


	The FOP’s president, Chuck Canterbury, said Pasco can have outside clients as long as he has Canterbury’s permission. Pasco has earned $4.5 million since 2000 for this private lobbying work while also working as the chief lobbyist for the FOP, his reports to Congress show.


	Positions overlap


	It is unusual for an in-house lobbyist for a nonprofit to have a side business representing corporate interests, according to specialists in tax law. The practice is not prohibited under the rules for fraternal organizations in the U.S. tax code, but it raises questions about possible conflicts of interest, said Roger Paul Colinvaux, a Catholic University law professor who is an expert on tax-exempt organizations.


	There have been times when the FOP has taken positions that coincided with the interests of companies represented by Pasco or his wife, who is also a lobbyist.


	In 1998, the FOP stepped into a debate over a bill that would have given the Food and Drug Administration authority to regulate tobacco and raised the federal cigarette tax by $1.10 a pack, costing the industry an estimated half-trillion dollars over 25 years.


	The FOP wrote letters and bought ads attacking the bill, saying it could create a black market in cigarettes. At the time, Pasco was working for Philip Morris, which has paid him $600,000 over the years, records show.


	Newspapers linked Pasco to Philip Morris, putting him on the defensive. The FOP is “not doing this for Philip Morris,” he told USA Today. “I don’t make the policy here. . . . Obviously, I’m concerned. I don’t want it to be construed that I have a conflict.”


	Pasco said recently that he saw no conflict of interest and that he eventually secured money from the Clinton administration for police to combat black-market cigarettes.


	Between 2002 and this year, Miller paid Pasco $1 million to represent the company before the Senate and ATF on issues such as labeling, advertising, marketing and taxation of alcoholic beverages.


	While Pasco represented Sony, the FOP joined a 2005 friend-of-the-court brief backing the music industry in an intellectual-property case against the music-sharing Web site Grokster before the Supreme Court. That year, Sony paid Pasco $200,000 to lobby for the company on “Internet theft of intellectual property,” his disclosure report said. Pasco said he did not remember the case and referred questions to Canterbury, the FOP president.


	“The relationship we’ve had with Sony has always been good for the FOP,” Canterbury said. “We’ve worked with them on anti-piracy and trademark infringement issues.”


	In 2006, Pasco got involved in a controversy with his wife, Cybele Daley, who was then a Justice Department official working in the Office of Justice Programs. Daley was investigated by the department’s inspector general for participating in the process of awarding grants to businesses represented by Pasco, according to a confidential report obtained by The Washington Post under the Freedom of Information Act.


	The report did not conclude that her participation was substantial, but it chastised Daley for falling “significantly short” of government ethical standards. Daley said she was not involved in the decision on the grants and did not know her husband represented the companies.


	Pasco told The Post that he and his wife “don’t even talk about business.”


	FOP reversal


	Recently, the FOP has again butted heads with police chiefs - this time over whether to allot airwaves for public safety after broadcasters moved to digital television.


	In fall 2009, the chiefs and the FOP approved a statement calling for the freed-up airwaves to be given exclusively to public safety for emergencies. Before the vote, Pasco’s wife, Daley, was working as a registered lobbyist for Motorola and AT&T, two companies likely to benefit from the handover - Motorola as a vendor for police and fire radios and AT&T as a wireless company that would face increased competition if the airwaves were sold at auction instead of donated to public safety.


	Daley’s firm was paid $180,000 by Motorola in 2008 and $140,000 by AT&T in 2009, records show. Daley’s firm said she was not paid to lobby on the airwaves issue.


	This year neither company hired Daley’s firm, according to lobby reports. On Feb. 19, the FOP stunned the law enforcement community by reversing its position on the airwaves issue.


	“We were surprised when the FOP came out with a contrary position when they had supported the position,” said Harlin McEwen, the police chiefs’ point man on the issue.


	Pasco said he did not make the decision about the airwaves issue and referred questions about the reversal to Canterbury. The FOP president said he decided to oppose turning over the airwaves after receiving a recommendation from a lobbyist who worked on Pasco’s FOP staff. Canterbury said the airwaves should be auctioned to benefit the taxpayers and smaller police departments.


	The police chiefs were infuriated. “If there is a terrorist attack or major disaster, those officials who will be held accountable are the chiefs and the sheriffs and state and federal law enforcement - not officials of a police labor union,” said San Jose Police Chief Rob Davis.


	In April 2007, the FOP became pivotal to the debate on the Tiahrt Amendment, which Congress passed four years earlier to prohibit the public release of tracing data linking guns recovered in crimes to the dealers who originally sold them. Big-city mayors campaigned for its repeal, including buying TV ads in the Wichita district of the sponsor, Rep. Todd Tiahrt(R-Kan.).


	Three weeks later, Canterbury wrote an op-ed defending Tiahrt in the Wichita Eagle. Pasco joined National Rifle Association lobbyists to talk to members of Congress, telling them that the release of the data compromised undercover investigations. With Tiahrt and the gun lobby citing the FOP, the Tiahrt repeal effort has failed annually.


	In May, the FOP accepted the $100,000 check, for the FOP’s memorial for fallen officers, from Keane, general counsel for the National Shooting Sports Foundation. Pasco said there was no connection between the donation and the FOP’s positions.


	

	Research editor Alice Crites contributed to this report.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		PART FOUR: The Regulators

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	 [image: ]


	Gun enthusiasts browse a handgun display at the Trader Jerry’s gun booth during the Nation’s Gun Show on December 28, 2012 in Chantilly, Va. (Ricky Carioti)
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	By Sari Horwitz and James V. Grimaldi

	Tuesday, October 26, 2010


	

	MARTINSBURG, W.VA. — Trucks filled with boxes of gun-sales records pull up almost daily to a one-story brick building nestled in the hills outside this blue-collar town. Inside, workers armed with Scotch tape and magnifying glasses huddle over their desks, trying to decipher pieces of paper to trace the paths of guns used in crimes.


	The National Tracing Center is the only place in the nation authorized to trace gun sales. Here, researchers with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives make phone calls and pore over handwritten records from across the country to track down gun owners. In contrast with such state-of-the-art, 21st-century crime-fighting techniques as DNA matching and digital fingerprint analysis, gun tracing is an antiquated, laborious process done mostly by hand. The government is prohibited from putting gun ownership records into an easily accessible format, such as a searchable computer database.


	For decades, the National Rifle Association has lobbied successfully to block all attempts at such computerization, arguing against any national registry of firearm ownership.


	“Those who wonder what motivates American gun owners should understand that perhaps only one word in the English language so boils their blood as ‘registration,’ and that word is ‘confiscation,’ “ according to an NRA fact sheet.


	Concerns about government regulation of gun ownership have limited the resources available to the ATF, led to strict regulatory restrictions and left the agency without leadership, according to interviews with dozens of former and current ATF officials and examination of thousands of pages of internal documents. The agency still has about the same number of agents it had nearly four decades ago: 2,500. The firearms bureau inspects only a fraction of the nation’s 60,000 retail gun dealers, taking as much as eight years between visits to stores. By law, the ATF cannot require dealers to conduct a physical inventory to determine whether any guns have been lost or stolen.


	The ATF is supposed to regulate the gun industry, but many within the bureau say it is the industry that dominates the agency. Unlike the FBI, the Drug Enforcement Administration, the Secret Service or the U.S. Marshals, the ATF must contend with a powerful lobby that watches its every move and fights its attempts to gain resources and regulatory power.


	This year’s appropriations bill for several key law enforcement agencies reveals the limits imposed by Congress on the ATF. For the FBI, there are 19 lines of congressional direction. For the DEA, there are 10. For the ATF, there are 87 lines, including the requirement to keep the gun-tracing database hidden from the public.


	“We’re a political football,” said James Cavanaugh, who recently retired as special agent in charge of the ATF’s Nashville office after a 30-year career.


	The NRA, which has about 4 million members, said its work over the years pushing legislation in Congress has been designed to protect the constitutional rights of gun owners and has not hampered law enforcement.


	The ATF “should focus their efforts on prosecuting bad people and not harassing gun dealers and, in a lot of cases, gun owners,” said Chris W. Cox, executive director of the NRA Institute for Legislative Action. “The only reason to register products is either to tax ‘em or to take ‘em.”


	Gun tracers ‘overwhelmed’


	The ATF allowed The Washington Post a rare visit to its secure tracing center in Martinsburg, about 90 miles from Washington, providing insight into an archaic process that Cavanaugh likens to a “horse and buggy.”


	Tracing is an invaluable tool for law enforcement. ATF researchers at the center answer more than 300,000 queries a year from police who recover guns at crime scenes and want to know where they came from.


	When police contact the ATF, tracing specialists take identifying information about the gun, such as the serial number, make and model. In most cases, they have to contact the gun’s manufacturer to find out where it was shipped from the factory. The researcher then follows the distribution chain to find the retail dealer that first sold the weapon. The researcher calls the dealer to get the identity of the first buyer, whose name should be on an ATF form “4473,” the three-page buyer questionnaire that dealers are required to keep on file.


	Dealers are also required to report to the ATF when someone buys more than one handgun from them within five consecutive business days, a red flag for potential trafficking. The gun lobby has opposed a similar requirement for rifles and shotguns - a dealer can sell the same purchaser dozens of semiautomatic rifles, such as AK-47s, and not be required to report the sales.


	“They’re less likely to be used in crime,” said John C. Frazier, director of the NRA’s Institute for Legislative Action.


	Depending on how well a dealer keeps records, a firearms trace can take hours or weeks. But one-third of all gun traces come from the records of out-of-business gun dealers. In those cases, there is no one to call.


	When firearms dealers close, they are required to box up their records and send them to the Martinsburg tracing center. Charles Houser, who oversees the center, and his staff are inundated by the thousands of boxes of records that come in on the trucks each month. They are stacked high along the walls and between cubicles. Last year, the backlog of boxes waiting to be sorted and digitally copied reached 12,000.


	“I was absolutely appalled and depressed at what they are going through out there,” Rep. Alan B. Mollohan (D-W.Va.), chairman of the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice and Science, told ATF officials at a hearing this year. “Literally you see pallets of these records come in, and they’re just absolutely overwhelmed.”


	ATF employees, many of them hunkered over folding tables, go through a tedious process of sorting, stacking, cataloguing and deciphering. From the boxes, they pull out gun-sales records on ink-smeared, yellowed index cards and dog-eared ledger books filled with faded pencil. If they are lucky, they find 4473s written in clear, legible handwriting. Inside the dealer’s boxes, workers sometimes find ammunition, the odd gun part - or rat feces. Some records have languished in attics for decades. Others have been underwater.


	“Katrina was a mess,” Houser said.


	Gun dealers all over the Gulf Coast region were driven out of business by the hurricane, and they sent their wet and mildewing records to Martinsburg. For months, paper files sat in the center’s parking lot, drying in the sun.


	The difficulties at the tracing center have slowed efforts to trace guns seized from crime scenes all over the country - as well as in Mexico, where most of the seized weapons come from U.S. gun dealers, according to congressional reports.


	Traces are most useful within the first few days, but it took the ATF an average of about two weeks to complete traces of firearms recovered in Mexico between 2004 and 2008, according to a congressional report last year on the ATF’s efforts to combat arms trafficking to that country. In addition, the Justice Department’s Office of the Inspector General said the ATF doesn’t have enough Spanish-speaking personnel and has been slow in developing a tracing system in Spanish.


	Agency without a leader


	In addition to its problems with recordkeeping, the ATF, with a $1.4 billion budget, has not had a confirmed director in four years.


	The problem started soon after Attorney General John D. Ashcroft appointed Carl J. Truscott, a veteran Secret Service official, to head the bureau in 2004. After Truscott took the helm, Congress moved to make the ATF directorship comparable to that of the directors of the DEA and the FBI, who must be confirmed by the Senate. In an interview, Truscott said the move was also backed by the Justice Department and was possibly an effort to boost the prestige and clout of the position.


	Truscott resigned in 2006, accused of taking expensive trips with ATF agents, including a $37,000 journey to London. He spent $140 million to build a 438,000-square-foot headquarters on New York Avenue and planned to install a $65,000 conference table.


	Meanwhile, the change requiring Senate confirmation for an ATF chief allowed the gun lobby to have a say on Capitol Hill about the agency’s leadership.


	Next up for the ATF job was Michael J. Sullivan, a former U.S. attorney in Boston nominated by President George W. Bush. He was blocked by three senators who accused the ATF of being hostile to gun dealers: David Vitter (R-La.), Michael D. Crapo (R-Idaho) and Larry E. Craig (R-Idaho). Craig, who has left office, was a member of the NRA’s board of directors throughout his tenure in the Senate.


	They succeeded in keeping Sullivan in “acting” limbo until he resigned when Barack Obama took office.


	As president, Obama has yet to nominate a new director. In April 2009, the job of acting director was given to Kenneth Melson, a former Virginia prosecutor and director of the Justice Department’s Executive Office for U.S. Attorneys. But Melson was demoted to deputy director under the Vacancies Reform Act, which limits how long acting chiefs can run federal agencies. He still runs the agency, but the top job sits vacant.


	In August, sources in the ATF said Andy Traver, a special agent in charge of the ATF in Chicago, was being considered for the job. Gun-lobby representatives immediately said they would oppose his nomination because they thought he was too close to gun-control activists.


	Lack of resources


	In 1972, when the ATF separated from the Internal Revenue Service and became its own bureau within the Treasury Department, it had about 2,500 agents. At the time, the FBI had 8,700, the DEA 1,500 and the U.S. Marshals 1,900.


	Thirty-eight years later, the FBI is up to 13,000, the DEA has more than tripled to 5,000, and there are 3,300 federal marshals.


	The ATF, now a part of the Justice Department, remains at 2,500.


	“We were always given just enough food and water to survive,” said Michael Bouchard, former ATF assistant director for field operations. “We could barely just keep going. The ATF could never get that strong, because the gun lobby would get too concerned.”


	The NRA said it has not lobbied against resources for the ATF.


	“We have not always agreed with some of ATF’s priorities,” Cox said. “We want to help ATF focus on its core mission . . . which is finding, apprehending, arresting and punishing people who break the law.”


	In defense of its role investigating gun crime, the ATF pointed out that last year its agents made 10,892 arrests, including bringing cases against 4,076 gang members.


	But the ATF does not have enough personnel to fully inspect the firearms and explosives dealers under its charge. The bureau has about 600 inspectors to cover more than 115,000 firearms dealers - about 55,000 collectors and about 60,000 retail sellers.


	Justice Department Inspector General Glenn Fine found in 2004 that the ATF had inspected only 4.5 percent of U.S. gun dealers and rarely shuts one down. At that rate, he noted, inspecting all the dealers would take more than 22 years.


	Former ATF official James Zammillo said that when he assumed the newly created role of deputy assistant director of industry operations in the wake of the inspector general’s report, he took steps to expedite and streamline oversight. He said he prioritized dealers for inspection in three- and five-year cycles based on several factors, including analysis of their gun traces and compliance histories.


	Since the report, the ATF has stepped up the pace of inspections, going from 5,000 in 2005 to 11,000 in 2009. By law, the ATF can inspect dealers for compliance only once a year. But despite improvements, officials acknowledge that, on average, dealers are inspected only about once a decade.


	“We are under-resourced,” Melson said earlier this year at a Las Vegas gun show for manufacturers and dealers. “We don’t have the people to do inspections every three years. It takes eight to nine years to inspect.”


	The ATF’s hands are often tied when it comes to regulating dealers, according to interviews with current and former agency officials, as well as thousands of pages of internal files obtained through Freedom of Information Act requests.


	When inspectors document persistent or severe violations, they can issue warning letters or hold warning conferences with licensees. When problems are critical, they can move to take away the license. Dealers, however, can drag out the process for years and sell guns the entire time, The Post found.


	On average, the agency revokes or denies renewal of 110 licenses annually, records show. Another 160 licenses on average are surrendered by dealers threatened with revocation. Overall, that’s less than one-half of 1 percent of licensed dealers. Criminal prosecutions of corrupt dealers are even more rare, about 15 in a typical year, records show. Simply opening an investigation of a gun dealer requires clearing high bureaucratic hurdles, including the writing of a detailed proposal that must be approved by supervisory agents.


	“It’s a lot easier to close a restaurant kitchen than a gun store,” said Lew Raden, the former ATF assistant director for enforcement.


	Avoiding closure


	Willingham’s Sports in western Alabama found a way to stay open even after the ATF revoked its license. Along a stretch of a highway in the small, riverfront city of Demopolis, the store lost track of more than 180 guns and failed more than 700 times to correctly log firearm sales over a dozen years, records show. The ATF took the rare step in early 2002 of moving to revoke the store’s license.


	But licensee Jimmie R. Willingham appealed through the agency’s internal process. He told an ATF hearing officer that he didn’t mean to break the law.


	“It’s all paperwork,” Willingham said. “And it’s been neglected. And it’s our fault.”


	The case wound through ATF channels for two years before the revocation was upheld. Willingham then turned to the courts. Almost a year and a half passed after that. It was mid-2005 before a federal judge and a court of appeals had both ruled for the ATF.


	“Willingham carelessly disregarded its recordkeeping obligations under the Gun Control Act for more than a decade,” the district judge said.


	The ATF repeatedly authorized Willingham to sell guns while the revocation played out. Finally, in August 2006, more than a year after the courts ruled in favor of the ATF, Willingham’s license extensions lapsed.


	The ATF visited to make sure Willingham understood that his license was no longer valid. He told them he was transferring his inventory to his father, who had worked with him at the shop and had secured his own ATF dealer’s license for the location. ATF inspectors reported that the father told them he would operate his gun business “inside his son’s sporting-goods store.”


	To obtain a license, applicants need to be 21, cannot have ever been prohibited from owning a gun - as with felons and certain people with disabilities - and must have a fixed address. Initial fees are $200. Licenses last three years. In contrast with the years the agency may spend revoking a license, the ATF by law must approve eligible applicants in 60 days.


	Jimmie Willingham declined requests to discuss the licensing matter.


	“I’m the owner. I call the shots,” he said. “In this day and time I don’t want to [tick] them off any more than needs to be. It is worse than dealing with the IRS.”


	Willingham’s Sports has not been inspected since the ATF licensed the father in 2006, records show.


	Missing firearms


	One of the ATF’s chief concerns is missing guns. Guns that stores cannot account for cannot be traced to buyers and are a red flag for potential off-the-books dealing.


	Nationwide, dealers lose track of an enormous number of guns. Since 2005, 3,847 inspections have documented 113,642 guns that cannot be found. (The Bushmaster rifle used in the D.C. sniper killings in 2002 had gone missing from a gun store in Tacoma, Wash.)


	The process is complicated because dealers by law do not have to take inventory. In a 2003 provision authored by Rep. Todd Tiahrt (R-Kan.), Congress prohibited the ATF from requiring dealers to do inventories. As a result, ATF inspectors sometimes have to spend days or weeks poring through a dealer’s paperwork and physically matching it to the guns on hand.


	“An annual inventory is part of every business,” said Zammillo, who retired this year after four decades with the ATF. “Congress said we forbid you to require a business to take an inventory.


	“There is a clear need for it for public safety, based on the number of missing guns.”


	The NRA said requiring inventories would impose a huge cost on the industry and raise prices for consumers.


	New legislation, pending before Congress, would further limit the agency’s ability to regulate dealers, former and current ATF officials said. Pushed by the gun lobby and called the “ATF modernization bill,” it would require a higher standard to prove violations by dealers. The agency, for the first time, would have to show that a dealer knew the law and intentionally disregarded it; in other words, the ATF would have to establish the dealer’s state of mind at the time of the violation.


	The NRA said the law is necessary because dealers often are harshly punished for trivial paperwork errors.


	“ATF always has had and should always have the ability to punish dealers who have willfully broken the law, but short of that we have to inject some common sense,” Cox said.


	But Zammillo said that inadequate manpower and restrictions on what the ATF can require of dealers have boxed in the agency, and that some of the new legislative proposals would make things worse.


	“Congress has tied the hands of the agency that they’ve charged with protecting the public,” he said.

	

	Contributing to this report were staff writer David S. Fallis, staff research editor Alice Crites and staff researcher Julie Tate.
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	By David S. Fallis

	Tuesday, December 14, 2010


	

	About a hundred times a year, regulators strip gun dealers of their licenses for violations of federal law, an extreme step taken only when repeated infractions are deemed a threat to public safety.


	But a year-long Washington Post investigation documented about 60 cases since 2003 in which the businesses stayed open, often re-licensed through relatives, employees, associates or newly formed companies.


	“We’ll just have to play musical licenses,” the owner of the Highland Gun Barn in Michigan said when a federal inspector served him with a final notice to surrender his license.


	A California sports shop had its license revoked after inspectors from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives said the 87-year-old owner’s repeated violations of gun laws showed she was unable to run a gun business. Before she forfeited her license, the woman’s son obtained a permit to sell guns at the same shop. He said he would be at the shop two days a week and that his mother would “exclusively direct all day-to-day business.”


	A Maryland gun store that ATF said lost track of weapons and failed to do background checks was forced to surrender its license after the owner lost a court battle. Six months later, ATF issued the dealer’s wife a license at his old shop in Fallston, Md.


	A Georgia gun dealer had its license revoked after ATF said it could not account for hundreds of guns. The dealer’s daughter and son-in-law secured their own license to keep the business going.


	It is all legal.


	“This is the way Congress wrote the law,” said James Zammillo, who was with ATF for four decades and served as deputy assistant director of industry operations before retiring this year. “The spirit of the law is that unless the applicant is prohibited, you have to issue a license. There is no discretion.”


	Because of the secrecy Congress imposed on federal gun records in 2003, the details of inspection violations are typically redacted from public records unless a case ends up in court. When revocations are pursued, the problems can include sales done without background checks, improperly completed forms or missing weapons, one of ATF’s chief concerns.


	Revoking a gun dealer’s license is ATF’s most aggressive enforcement action short of criminal prosecution. It is a rare last resort for less than one-quarter of 1 percent of dealers annually. It often follows years of warnings for serious violations and sometimes leads to years of appeals. Although gun dealers complain that ATF harps on clerical errors, the agency says it revokes licenses only when dealers continually fail to comply with gun laws and the violations threaten public safety.


	The Post investigation is the first to document the extent of the re-licensing practice, in which about 7 percent of the gun merchants that had licenses revoked continued to operate.


	Several merchants involved in the re-licensings told The Post it was the only way to keep their family businesses going.


	“This is what we do for a living,” said Sandra Mitchell, who secured her own license to sell guns atGunrunner in Merced, Calif., after the ATF revoked her husband’s license.


	At the heart of the issue is the fact that the 1968 Gun Control Act treats each new license applicant as a unique entity - even if it is a similarly named company with the same employees. As long as the applicant is a different individual or business entity, ATF cannot consider violations incurred under a former licensee when weighing the new application. Embattled operations can be reborn with a clean slate at the same location trading under the same business name.


	To be licensed, applicants at a minimum need to be 21, cannot have been prohibited from owning a gun - as with felons and people with certain disabilities - and must have a fixed address. Companies can apply for licenses, but their principals must meet the restrictions for individuals. Initial fees are $200. Licenses last three years. The agency might spend years in court revoking a license from a troubled dealer but by law must approve licenses to eligible applicants within 60 days.


	Richard Gardiner, a former counsel for the National Rifle Association who has defended many dealers in ATF revocations, said family members, friends or associates who were not directly involved in the old license are legally entitled to their own licenses. “It’s not a loophole,” he said.


	‘A clean slate’


	ATF officials say they do not keep track of how often embattled operations turn to relatives or associates, or set up new companies, for re-licensing in the face of mounting violations or impending revocation. But current and former officials say troubled dealers have increasingly resorted to the tactic.


	“Our field people get very frustrated,” said Teresa Ficaretta, deputy assistant director for enforcement programs and services at ATF. “Based on the phone calls I get from the field, this is happening more often.”


	The agency, she said, has been working to train attorneys and inspectors how to identify and legally block these cases, but it is extremely difficult and time-consuming. Denied applications, like revocations, have also led to lengthy appeals and court fights.


	“If you’re being cited by ATF and you feel you’re about to lose your license, you can simply get another person to get a new license and you can transfer your inventory to that person,” said Michael Bouchard, former ATF assistant director for field operations. “You don’t have to change location. You can keep the same business name. It’s like starting the business all over. You can still be working there. For the new licensee, it’s a clean slate.”


	The Post filed public-information requests to obtain previously undisclosed ATF computer files tracking more than a thousand enforcement actions since 2003 and databases of licensed dealers. It compared the data sets to identify more than 75 gun dealers nationwide that had lost or given up licenses at premises where re-licensing occurred.


	The Post studied thousands of pages of regulatory files and other public records to determine if the old and new licensees involved relatives or had other people in common. Inspectors sometimes described how inventory would be transferred, sold or simply given as a gift from the embattled licensee to the person securing the new license.


	The new applicants were often family members or newly created businesses with similar-sounding names. In some cases, new applicants told ATF they took steps to remove the person responsible for prior problems. In other cases, former licensees were listed as employees, consultants, shareholders or landlords.


	In Indianapolis, as inspectors moved to take away the license from Michael Hilton at Popguns Inc., his wife, Carolyn, applied for her own. That was the only way to keep the business going, she told inspectors in 2005.


	“Mrs. Hilton stated that she and her husband sat at the kitchen table one evening in September 2004 and discussed the problems he was having,” inspectors wrote. “It was at that time that she decided she was going to apply for her own license so that she could operate the business. Mr. and Mrs. Hilton completed the [application] together and Mrs. Hilton signed.”


	She told ATF that the shop would still have “many of the same employees.” Her husband would no longer sell guns, she said, but would sell accessories on-site.


	Michael Hilton said ATF initially denied her application, arguing that she would have the same inventory, the same building and the same customers and that he would be involved. Hilton said his wife appealed, arguing that her application was a different legal entity. A hearing officer concurred.


	“You are a whole new entity,” Michael Hilton said. “By law, they have nothing to stand on.”


	He said that his wife set up her own checking account and that he no longer handles day-to-day operations or gun logs. But he still helps at the store and works at an office on-site running his wife’s Internet business. He said he occasionally helps sell guns but does not handle the federal paperwork.


	“I could put in 50 or 60 hours a week if I wanted to. I could open and close the place,” he said. “There is nothing anyone can do about it.”


	ATF has since warned Carolyn about violations at the shop, now called the Family Indoor Shooting Range. Michael Hilton said a more recent inspection found only minor problems.


	In Houston, ATF moved in 2008 to revoke the dealer’s license of Bailey’s House of Guns after citing violations in five inspections dating back to 1992. The owner, Theresa Bailey, sued ATF but dropped the case, saying she had “agreed to transfer its firearms business.” ATF revoked her company’s license and issued a new one to a new corporation started by the gun store’s bookkeeper and another employee. The new corporation would buy the inventory and lease space at the gun store from Bailey’s company, ATF records show.


	Bailey’s company, inspectors wrote, would still sell “ammunition and firearms accessories” at the shop, actions that do not require a license. A spokesperson for Bailey’s declined to comment.


	Some dealers who lost licenses stayed in business because they already had a second license. The second license was in a personal name or at a business in another location and was transferred to the site of the revoked license, records show.


	Gun dealers said that in some cases re-licensing operations were the only way to save family livelihoods from overzealous inspectors. In Duncan, Okla., Ken Murphree ran Murfs Guns with a license in his name and that of his father and a brother. Murphree said the shop had enjoyed a good relationship with ATF until a new inspector visited in 2003. The inspector, Murphree said, wrote them up for “100 percent just clerical nothings” and pushed for revocation.


	ATF supervisors concurred with the inspector’s findings, pointing to violations dating to 1991. Murphree said he appealed inside ATF, to no avail. “I am not a rogue dealer,” he said.


	A lawyer, Murphree said, told him he would lose if he fought the action in court. That’s when a third brother applied for his own license and bought the shop. Murphree said he still helps manage the day-to-day business.


	“Our lives have changed, but we are still in business,” he said.


	Revocations can take years


	ATF’s 600 inspectors are charged with inspecting 60,000 retail dealers throughout the country. Each dealer is inspected on average about once every eight years. ATF revokes about 110 licenses a year. In another 160 cases a year, dealers voluntarily surrender their licenses when told they are at risk of revocation. The Post identified about 15 businesses where dealers surrendered licenses but operations continued under different licenses.


	Once a revocation is authorized, the process can take years to resolve. A dealer has 15 days from receiving notice to request a hearing. More than six months or even a year may pass before the hearing officer rules and ATF issues a final notice of revocation. After that, a dealer has 60 days to sue the agency in federal court and have the case heard anew.


	The agency typically allows dealers to stay in business while the process plays out.


	In more than a dozen cases, records indicate ATF settled suits filed by embattled licensees. Although exact terms were often undisclosed, dealers admitted violations, surrendered their license and dropped the suit. In response, ATF issued new licenses - sometimes to the same entity they sought to put out of business.


	When revocations were decided by judges, ATF has typically prevailed. Even then, a few of those dealers secured new licenses to sell guns through family members.


	At one, Bel Air Gun & Pawn in Fallston, Md., inspectors said in 2005 that they found a litany of problems - including more than 120 missing firearms and eight sales without background checks. Nationally, unaccounted-for firearms are a huge problem for ATF. Inspectors have found 113,642 guns missing during their visits to 3,847 inspections since 2005.


	Charles David Scheuerman, who held the license for Bel Air, asked an inspector “if the findings of the inspection were unfavorable, could he put the business in his wife’s name to avoid any problems,” officials wrote. The inspectors told him that “changing ownership to avoid consequences with no real change in ownership is considered hidden ownership, is not allowable.”


	That October, ATF moved to revoke his license. For nearly two years, Scheuerman fought ATF internally and in court, challenging ATF’s findings as “inadvertent, technical record-keeping errors.” In 2007, a judge upheld the revocation.


	Soon, Scheuerman’s wife incorporated her own company, Bel Air Gun Supply & Pawn, and applied for her own license.


	Inspectors met with her at the shop to go over her application. She told ATF that she had not officially worked at her husband’s shop but “at times helped out with gun shows.” They asked if “she actually had acquired” the business assets. She gave them a draft contract. Guns “would be sold on consignment and she would pay her husband as the firearms are sold,” they wrote. ATF gave her a license.


	“She was not involved in running the business,” said Gardiner, who represented Scheuerman in the suit. “The law required them to issue her a license, and they followed the law.”


	In an interview, Shelly Scheuerman said she had been a stay-at-home mom and the idea to apply was hers. “I agreed not to have him as an employee,” she said. “He can be here; he just can’t work here.”


	Scheuerman said that, since she has been licensed, ATF has inspected her every year, which is “what happens when you win.” Her husband, she noted, went five years between inspections. She said ATF wrote her a warning last year for violations and she is in the middle of another month-long inspection.


	“None of the other dealers in Maryland have to go through what I go through,” she said.


	Nationally, ATF inspections have uncovered new violations at about a third of the shops that were revoked and re-licensed. At about a fourth, problems were serious enough that ATF warned the new operators that violations could lead to revocation.


	Gun laws differ from federal alcohol laws, under which regulators can more fully take into account an individual’s direct or indirect ties to previous businesses that were under scrutiny.


	“When I was in the ATF and we investigated someone to be an alcohol wholesaler, you looked at their sources of funds,” Zammillo said. “You had the right to have them produce bank accounts and other material to show where they got the funds to go into business.”


	That, he said, helped verify if the business was a front for someone else.


	It is different with gun dealers. ATF, for the most part, must accept at face value what gun license applicants tell them about planned business structures and who is in control.


	“If we get a new application for the same premises for someone who has the same last name as the licensee that was revoked, the red flag is going to go up,” Ficaretta said. “We will investigate to determine if it really is a sham and if the new business is the old business risen from the ashes.”


	If the agency can gather evidence to prove the new business was created to circumvent a licensing restriction, then ATF can hold the applicant responsible for prior violations and deny the application.


	But that evidence is very hard to get. “More and more applicants have access to very good legal counsel,” she said. “They know what they need to say and what they need to do to get a license.”


	In some cases, inspectors in the field pushed the agency to reject new licensees when changes appeared to be only cosmetic, but they were overruled by hearing officers or supervisors.


	In Liberty, Ky., the new applicant was Sherry Ritter, the wife of the man who had held the license for the Gun & Gold Connection. After she applied for her own license in 2004, ATF assigned an inspector to make sure “there is no hidden ownership.” The inspector recommended a denial, writing that Ritter “does not solely own this business” and that “her husband would partially or fully direct the management, policies and day to day operations.”


	She appealed within ATF, and an agency hearing officer ruled in her favor.


	When she met with an inspector to go over her application, she presented a notarized bill of sale. It showed the transfer of “all firearms owned by the seller [Charles Ritter], to Sherry Ritter for $1.00, other good and valuable consideration, specifically including funds previously invested by Sherry Ritter, and in further consideration of love and affection which Charles Ritter holds for Sherry Ritter, his wife.”


	

	Staff writer Sari Horwitz and staff researcher Julie Tate contributed to this report.
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	Gun & Gold: ATF licensing documents


	Bailey’s House of Guns: Revocation Hearing


	Dance of Revocation


	Gun dealer licenses revoked and denied
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	By Sari Horwitz

	Thursday, July 14, 2011


	

	Phoenix — They came from all over the country, agents with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, brought here in a bold new effort to shut down the flow of U.S. guns to Mexican drug cartels. It was called Operation Fast and Furious, after a popular movie about street car racing.


	But from the beginning, much of the fury was inside the agency itself.


	On his first day undercover, John Dodson, who had been an ATF agent for seven years in Virginia, sat in a Chevy Impala with Olindo Casa, an 18-year veteran from Chicago. They watched a suspected gun trafficker buy 10 semiautomatic rifles from a Phoenix gun store and followed him to the house of another suspected trafficker. All of their training told them to seize the guns.


	The agents called their superior and asked for the order to “take him.” The answer came back swiftly, instructing them to stay in the car. The message was clear: Let the guns go.


	This was all part of an ambitious new strategy allowing Fast and Furious agents to follow the paths of guns from illegal buyers known as “straw purchasers” through middlemen and into the hierarchy of the powerful Sinaloa drug cartel.


	But Dodson and Casa were confused and upset. ATF agents hate to let the guns “walk.” Yet it happened again, day after day, month after month, for more than a year.


	They feared the worst, and a year later it happened: A Border Patrol agent was killed in an incident in which Fast and Furious guns were found at the scene. And it was later revealed that the operation had allowed more than 2,000 weapons to hit the streets.


	It is the agency’s biggest debacle since the deadly 1993 confrontation in Waco, Tex. What began as a mutiny inside ATF’s Phoenix office has blown up into a Capitol Hill donnybrook that is rocking the Justice Department.


	“This is a mistake that could have and should have been prevented,” said Rep. Darrell Issa, (R-Calif.), chairman of the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, which is investigating the operation.


	The battle has hobbled Fast and Furious, a case that individuals inside ATF say held the promise of becoming one of the agency’s best investigations ever.


	“We have never been up so high in the Sinaloa cartel, the largest and most powerful drug cartel in the world,” said a federal official involved in the case who spoke on the condition of anonymity. “This is an open, ongoing investigation. It is so unfair.”


	A risky plan


	Fast and Furious began with a noble goal.


	On Oct. 26, 2009, the directors of the FBI, the Drug Enforcement Administration and ATF and the top federal prosecutors in the Southwestern border states met with the deputy attorney general at the Justice Department to plot strategy for combating Mexican cartels. A key problem: the tens of thousands of guns coming from the United States to arm the drug traffickers.


	Agents along the border had long been frustrated by what one ATF supervisor later called “toothless” laws that made it difficult to attack gun-trafficking networks. Straw buyers — people with no criminal record who purchase guns for criminals or illegal immigrants who can’t legally buy them — are subject to little more than paperwork violations. Even people convicted of buying AK-47s meant for the cartels typically just get probation for lying on a federal form attesting that they were buying the guns for themselves. With such a light penalty, it is hard to persuade those caught to turn informant against their bosses. And federal prosecutors rarely want to bring such charges because they do not consider the effort worth their time, according to ATF supervisors.


	At the meeting in Washington, a new strategy was proposed. Instead of emphasizing the seizure of weapons in individual cases, the strategy focused on identifying and eliminating the pipelines that moved the weapons. The goal was to bring down the trafficking network, not just the people on the lowest rung.


	The new strategy arrived in Phoenix the next day. But it had already been ATF policy for at least seven months. The task of implementation had gone to Bill Newell, the head of ATF’s Phoenix office, and his senior managers. Newell was a 20-year veteran who had worked the border for a decade and speaks fluent Spanish.


	To identify the networks, the agents would watch and document as the straw buyers transferred guns to middlemen. The agents would be instructed not to move in and question the men but to let the guns go and see where they eventually ended up.


	The reasoning was that an arrest of a straw purchaser would not get ATF the bigger fish; the buyer would get a light punishment, if any, and the cartel could just find another buyer. By not immediately arresting the straw buyers, the agents could follow them and their associates, wiretapping conversations, and possibly charge them with serious crimes such as conspiracy, drug trafficking and money laundering.


	The plan they developed was permitted under ATF rules, had the legal backing of U.S. Attorney Dennis K. Burke in Phoenix, and had been approved and funded by a task force at the Justice Department, ATF’s parent agency.


	Nevertheless, it was risky. In drug-trafficking cases, investigating agents, by law, cannot let drugs “walk” onto the street. Since gun sales are legal, agents on surveillance are not required to step in and stop weapons from hitting the streets and must have probable cause to make an arrest. But the danger in letting guns go is obvious.


	In November 2009, Newell’s agents in “Group 7,” one of the squads in the office, began following a particularly busy suspected gun trafficker. In 24 days, he bought 34 firearms. The next month, the man and his associates bought 212 more.


	The case began to grow exponentially, with more than two dozen suspected straw purchasers. It was named Fast and Furious because the suspects operated out of a sprawling auto repair shop and raced cars on the streets, like Vin Diesel, the star of the movie.


	But a mutiny was brewing in Group 7. Dodson, Casa and two other agents were furious about letting the guns walk. The chemistry in the office was bad. Many of the agents had been sent in from outside Phoenix and were working together for the first time under David Voth, a Marine Corps veteran and brand-new supervisor sent in from Minnesota. The agents’ outrage overrode any sense of loyalty to their bosses.


	Every day, Dodson and the other agents watched and stewed while the straw purchasers bought boxes of guns and sometimes took the weapons to stash houses and cars waiting in parking lots. Each time they called in to supervisors, they were told to stand down.


	The agents, operating out of office space in downtown Phoenix, clashed with Voth and the agent running the case, Hope MacAllister, who they felt ignored their concerns. Neither Voth nor MacAllister responded to requests for comment.


	“We were all sick to death when we realized . . . what was going on,” Casa later testified. Arguments ended in screaming and threats by supervisors.


	“I will be damned if this case is going to suffer due to petty arguing, rumors, or other adolescent behavior,” Voth wrote in a March 2010 e-mail. “I don’t know what all the issues are but we are all adults, we are all professionals, and we have an exciting opportunity to use the biggest tool in our law enforcement tool box. If you don’t think this is fun you are in the wrong line of work — period!”


	ATF agents stationed in Mexico were also raising objections, according to a congressional report that will be released Tuesday. Darren Gil, ATF attache to Mexico, and his deputy, Carlos Canino, were alarmed by the large number of weapons being recovered at bloody crime scenes in Mexico and being traced to Phoenix.


	“Hey, when are they going to shut this, to put it bluntly, damn investigation down,’’ Gil recalled yelling at his boss. “We’re getting hurt down here.”


	ATF and Justice didn’t tell Mexican officials about the 15-month operation until it became public, according to the report.


	In May 2010, Dodson asked his supervisors whether they “were prepared to attend the funeral of a slain agent or officer after he or she was killed with one of those straw-purchased firearms.”


	Dodson later told a congressional committee that Voth responded to the complaints by saying, “If you are going to make an omelet, you need to scramble some eggs.”


	Voth denies making that comment or that Dodson raised the possibility of slain agents, said a law enforcement official involved in the case who has been instructed by his superiors not to talk to the media about the case. The official also described both Voth and MacAllister as hard-working and conscientious agents.


	A death in the desert


	Late on the evening of Dec. 14, 2010, U.S. Border Patrol agent Brian Terry and other officers were patrolling Peck Canyon, in the Arizona desert about 11 miles inside the Mexican border. The region was a hotbed for bandits who ambushed illegal immigrants.


	Nicknamed “Superman” for his good looks and strength, the 40-year-old Terry was planning to fly to Michigan for Christmas with his family after his shift ended.


	Suddenly, the group got into a firefight with five suspected illegal immigrants. At first, Terry and the officers fired “less than lethal’’ beanbag guns, an FBI report said. But the suspects fired assault weapons. Then the agents resorted to live ammunition.


	Terry was fatally shot in the melee. Investigators made four arrests and found two AK-47 semiautomatic rifles nearby.


	Within hours, the news spread inside ATF: The serial numbers on the two rifles matched guns bought by one of the Fast and Furious suspects a year before outside Phoenix. The bullet that killed Terry was so damaged that neither of the firearms could be definitively linked to his killing, according to a law enforcement official in the case.


	Terry’s death was the last straw for Dodson. He said he tried to contact ATF headquarters, ATF’s chief counsel, the ATF ethics section and the Justice Department’s Office of the Inspector General.


	When he didn’t get an immediate response, he and other agents reached out to Sen. Charles Grassley (R-Iowa), the ranking minority member of the Senate Judiciary Committee.


	At the same time, word was leaking out to bloggers on gun rights. They began posting that there was a dark side to the still-unpublicized Fast and Furious.


	On Dec. 22, an item appeared on Cleanupatf.org, a site founded by dissident ATF agents. The post said that an ATF official in Phoenix “approved more than 500 AR-15 type rifles” to be “walked” to Mexico. Some bloggers speculated that ATF was encouraging the smuggling to boost the numbers of U.S. weapons recovered in Mexico to gain support for an assault-weapons ban.


	‘A blatant lie’


	The public first learned about Fast and Furious in late January of this year when U.S. Attorney Burke called a news conference in Phoenix to announce a 53-count indictment involving 20 suspects. The indictment alleged that from September 2009 to December 2010, the suspects bought hundreds of firearms to be illegally exported to Mexico.


	To Newell, who was also at the news conference, Fast and Furious was a “phenomenal case,” the largest-ever Mexican gun-trafficking investigation, a direct answer to the call to stem the flow of firearms south of the border.


	A local reporter asked Newell about the rumors that ATF agents had purposely allowed firearms to enter Mexico.


	“Hell, no!” he answered. Newell said that they could not follow everyone and that sometimes suspects would elude agents, which could result in guns getting into Mexico.


	Peter Forcelli, an ATF group supervisor in the Phoenix office, watched the news conference on television. “I was appalled,” he later testified to Congress. “Because it was a blatant lie.”


	Two days later, Grassley wrote to the acting ATF director, Kenneth E. Melson, asking whether the gun-walking allegations were true. An answer came from Assistant Attorney General for Legislative Affairs Ronald Weich, who relied on ATF for his information: “The allegation — that ATF ‘sanctioned’ or otherwise knowingly allowed the sale of assault weapons to a straw purchaser who then transported them into Mexico — is false.”


	While technically correct — the straw purchasers transferred the weapons to middlemen and did not take them to Mexico themselves — those words would come back to haunt ATF and Justice at a congressional hearing.


	Weich also wrote to Grassley that under long-standing practice, Justice would not release investigative documents to him because he was not the chairman of the Judiciary Committee.


	Grassley was infuriated. “The Justice Department is an ache in my rear,” he said during a Judiciary Committee markup session.


	‘Felony stupid’


	Grassley soon teamed with Issa, the new chairman of the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, who had the subpoena power that Grassley lacked.


	On March 31, 2011, Issa subpoenaed the Fast and Furious documents. Two and a half months later, Issa and Grassley released a scathing report calling the operation “ill-conceived” and “abhorrent.” On June 15, Issa held a hearing, bringing together Weich, whistleblowers and relatives of Terry, the slain Border Patrol agent.


	From the dais, Issa grilled Weich.


	“Who authorized this program that was so felony stupid that it got people killed?” Issa said.


	Weich answered that he didn’t know but said that Justice’s inspector general was now investigating.


	After the hearing, the story received the dubious distinction of being lampooned by Jon Stewart on “The Daily Show”: “The ATF plan to prevent American guns from being used in Mexican gun violence is to provide Mexican gangs with American guns. If this is the plan that they went with, what plan did we reject?”


	The spotlight was now moving toward senior Justice officials, including Attorney General Eric H. Holder Jr. The attorney general told Issa that he did not learn about Fast and Furious until this spring. President Obama had said that Holder told him he would not have allowed guns to go into Mexico.


	At the hearing, Rep. Elijah Cummings (Md.), the top Democrat on the committee, tried to turn the discussion toward gun control, noting that even the whistleblowers said they didn’t have the tools to stop firearms trafficking to Mexico.


	Issa cut Cummings off, saying that was not their focus.


	Fourth of July meeting


	Through it all, ATF Director Melson sat in his office on New York Avenue in mounting frustration. He watched Congress pummel his agency and Issa call for his resignation while he said he was instructed by Justice to say nothing.


	Melson had known there was a massive case being run out of Phoenix, but he later said he wasn’t aware of the operational details or the agents’ discontent.


	After the outcry, Melson plunged into the case file, reading it at his kitchen table in Northern Virginia and on an airplane flight. It tied his stomach in knots, he said, and in mid-flight he composed ane-mail telling Justice officials that their public stance was inconsistent with the documents.


	Shortly after Issa’s hearing, Melson, a career prosecutor for more than 30 years, read in the newspaper that he might be fired.


	On Friday, July 1, 2011, Grassley’s chief investigator sent Melson an e-mail, alerting him to concerns of retaliation against the Group 7 agents. He gave Melson his cellphone number and told him to call anytime.


	By Sunday, Melson told the investigator he was ready to testify.


	The next day, July 4, an extraordinary meeting took place: The embattled head of a federal agency went in secret to Capitol Hill to talk to the political enemies of his bosses in the Obama administration.


	From 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., as crowds gathered downtown for the fireworks, Melson testified behind closed doors to about 10 congressional staffers sitting around a long witness table in the Rayburn Building. So intent were Melson and Richard Cullen, the private lawyer he retained, that they did not eat or drink for six hours.


	“I would have given $5 for a pretzel,” said Cullen, Melson’s longtime friend and a former U.S. attorney.


	Melson said mistakes had been made by the ATF. He said guns should have been interdicted in certain instances. He was frustrated that Justice had not let him speak to Congress months earlier. And he said Justice officials seemed to be more concerned about protecting the political appointees at the top of the department.


	After Melson’s testimony, Issa and Grassley wrote a five-page letter embracing the ATF director and warning Holder not to fire or retaliate against him. Grassley and Issa also demanded the e-mails, internal memos and handwritten notes of 12 Justice officials who they said were aware of Fast and Furious.


	“I do have serious concerns that the attorney general should have known a lot more than he says he knew,” said Issa, who is holding another Fast and Furious hearing Tuesday. “In some ways, I’m more disappointed that he’s saying he didn’t know than if he says he was getting briefings and he didn’t understand.”


	Some ATF officials still insist that Fast and Furious is a success, saying the case will soon lead to the indictment of as many as two dozen high-level traffickers. They fear the controversy could rob the agency of the will to pursue the biggest gun-trafficking cases.


	“I am concerned that the lasting effect of this premature and stilted inquiry will be that the citizens of this country ultimately will be less safe as ATF agents will be less inclined to work the hard cases necessary to cut off the head of the snake,” said Paul Pelletier, a former Justice official and the attorney for Newell. “The shame of it is that the careers of these terrific public servants have been unfairly tarnished at the expense of public theater.”


	Altogether, the straw purchasers bought 2,020 firearms during Fast and Furious, according to law enforcement officials. Of those guns, 227 were recovered in Mexico; 363 have been recovered in the United States.


	An additional 1,430 remain on the streets.


	Additional Content:


	Gun running from Texas to Mexico
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	A cache of firearms is shown in the gun vault at the ATF National Tracing Center in Martinsburg, West Virginia. (Ricky Carioti)
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	By Cheryl W. Thompson

	Sunday, November 21, 2010


	

	Hattie Louise James was sitting on her front porch in Charlotte when two police detectives emerged from their car. There had been a shooting, they said. Two officers were dead. The gun had been traced back to her.


	“I liked to had another heart attack,” said the 72-year-old James, a retired hospital worker.


	The .32-caliber revolver used to kill Charlotte-Mecklenburg police officers Sean Clark and Jeff Shelton in April 2007 started out as a legally owned weapon. James bought it in 1991 at Hyatt Coin and Gun Shop in Charlotte, but it was stolen a year later from her husband’s car. Fifteen years after that, it passed into the hands of 25-year-old Demeatrius Montgomery. This September, Montgomery was convicted of gunning down the officers outside a low-income housing complex in northeast Charlotte.


	Clark and Shelton are two of 511 police officers killed by firearms in the United States from the beginning of 2000 through this past Sept. 30. The most recent local death occurred in June, when Maryland State Trooper Wesley Brown was slain while working off-duty at a restaurant in Prince George’s County.


	Until now, no one has conducted a comprehensive study of how the killers got their guns.


	To trace these guns, The Washington Post did a year-long investigation, including building a database of every police officer shot to death in the past decade. (More than 1,900 officers were wounded by firearms during the same period.) Through documents and interviews, The Post was able to track how the suspects obtained their weapons in 341 of the deaths.


	This kind of analysis is made more difficult by a law passed by Congress in 2003 that bars federal law enforcement from releasing information that links guns used in crimes back to the original purchasers. To penetrate that secrecy, The Post interviewed more than 350 police officials, prosecutors, defense attorneys, judges, gun dealers, gun buyers, suspects and survivors. In 30 cases, the newspaper obtained confidential firearms traces generated by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. The ATF reports track guns recovered at crime scenes back to dealers and original buyers, listing a gun’s model, caliber and serial number.


	The Post review shows how guns got into the hands of police officers’ killers and - in a nation with more than 250 million guns in circulation - how a moment of panic can have deadly consequences.


	Among the findings:


		
		Legal purchase was the leading source of weapons used to kill police officers. In 107 slayings, the killers acquired their firearms legally. In 170 deaths, The Post could not determine how the shooters got their guns, including 29 killings in which weapons were not recovered.

		
		Stolen guns turned up in 77 deaths. Separately, guns obtained or taken from relatives or friends who legally owned them were used in 46 killings. Fifty-one officers were killed when their department-issued firearms or another officer’s gun were turned against them. In 41 instances, guns were illegally obtained on the streets through sale or barter. Sixteen times, someone bought a weapon for a person prohibited from having a gun, an unlawful transaction known as a straw purchase. The straw buyers were federally prosecuted in fewer than half of those cases. Three were illegally purchased at gun shows or from private sellers.

		
		The two deadliest situations for police are traffic stops and domestic disputes. Ninety-one of the officers were killed while making traffic stops; 76 were responding to domestic disturbance calls. The officers killed at traffic stops were generally slain by felons wielding illegal guns; the weapons used to kill police in domestic situations were often obtained through legal purchases. Only 13 percent of the weapons in the traffic stops were legal, compared with 47 percent in the domestic calls.

		
		More than 200 of the shooters were felons who were prohibited by federal law from possessing firearms. Many had spent time in prison for illegal handgun possession. At least 45 were on probation or parole when they killed an officer. At least four were previously convicted of murder or manslaughter, including a Texas man who had done time for two separate slayings and was on parole at the time he killed his third victim: a 40-year-old sheriff’s deputy with a wife and three children.

		
		Handguns were used to kill 365 officers; long guns - rifles and shotguns - were used to kill 140 officers. (Two were killed with a rifle and a handgun, and in four cases, The Post could not determine the type of weapon.) The ratio of handguns to long guns in The Post review - about 70 percent to 30 percent - is close to being the inverse of the ratio of all guns in the nation: 40 percent handguns to 60 percent long guns. But the ratio found by The Post matches that for U.S. homicides in general, experts say, reflecting the preference among criminals for handguns because they are generally cheaper and easier to conceal. The most common handgun used was the 9mm semiautomatic pistol, which was used to kill at least 85 of the police officers.

		
		With a median age of 27, the shooters were generally younger than the population at large, while the officers’ median age of 36 matched the country’s. Forty-two of the killers were 18 or younger, including four 15-year-olds. The oldest shooter was 77. At least six of the suspects had been released early from prison sentences for previous crimes, including a man who was freed a day before gunning down an officer. Among the officers killed were a newly minted officer fresh from the police academy; a 31-year veteran two weeks from retirement; and one slain moments after having dinner with his family on Christmas Eve 2000. The youngest slain officer was 19; the oldest was 76.




	To some extent, the geographic distribution of the killings tracks population size and the violent-crime rate. The two most populous states led the nation in police officer shooting deaths: California with 47 and Texas with 46. Next were Louisiana with 28 and Florida with 27, even though Florida has four times as many residents. Louisiana has the nation’s highest rate of police killings per capita and the nation’s highest overall rate of death by gunfire, according to a study by the Violence Policy Center, a nonprofit group that advocates gun control.


	One notable exception to the population trend appears to be New York, which has the third-largest number of residents but is tied for 13th in police killings with 16. New York is known for having some of the toughest gun laws in the country.


	In general, states with looser gun laws had higher rates of fatal shootings of police officers, overall handgun killings, and sales of weapons that were used in crimes in other states, according to a 2008 study underwritten by Mayors Against Illegal Guns, a coalition of 300 mayors led by New York’s Michael R. Bloomberg. That study looked at police shootings in the aggregate but did not trace the origin of the guns.


	The 511 police officers in The Post study are among more than 95,000 Americans killed by people using firearms in the past decade.


	“It is extremely easy in this country for anyone who wants to get a weapon to obtain one, particularly a handgun,” said Norfolk Police Chief Bruce P. Marquis, whose department has lost five officers to guns since 2001. “There is not a lot we can do about it unless the laws are changed to restrict guns to make it harder to get them or severely punish those who knowingly obtain weapons stolen or used in other crimes.”


	Federal law prohibits felons, people who have been committed to an institution for mental illness, and drug users from buying a gun. States have wide latitude to set limits on how many handguns may be bought at a time and to require additional background checks, purchase permits and the reporting of lost or stolen guns.


	“There’s such a disparity between the gun laws in different states,” said Lt. Howard Schechter, head of the forensic investigation unit for Albany, N.Y., police. “Down South, their feelings about guns and gun control are completely different. Both Carolinas, Florida, Georgia, they’re generally very easy places to get guns.”


	The number of legally owned firearms among the guns The Post was able to track - 107 out of 341 deaths - surprised Garen Wintemute, a professor of emergency medicine and director of the Violence Prevention Research Program at the University of California at Davis.


	“That’s high,” Wintemute said. “That’s very unusual.”


	He said ATF studies found that the percentage of people caught committing gun-related crimes with legally purchased guns is about 15 percent, less than half the rate found by The Post in the police killings. Wintemute said people charged with felonies often plead guilty to misdemeanors. And he noted that although a felony conviction makes it a federal crime to possess a gun, a misdemeanor carries no such restriction.


	“We are finding here cases in which felons have been able to acquire guns even though they shouldn’t, but we are also finding cases in which people who have criminal [misdemeanor] records but remain eligible to buy guns do buy those guns and then kill cops with them,” he said. “Any effort to find a pattern in these tragedies is helpful, because patterns often lead to solutions.”


	In the case of Hattie James’s gun in North Carolina, a stolen weapon went missing for more than a decade before it surfaced in the killing of two officers, Clark and Shelton.


	Larry Hyatt is the owner of Hyatt Coin, the Charlotte store that sold the gun to James originally. He said he had heard rumors that a gun from his store had been used to kill the officers, but he was not certain of it until called by a Post reporter.


	“That was so horrible what happened,” he said. “It just makes me sick to think about it. Do I feel bad? You daggone right I feel bad.”


	Hyatt, 63, said he runs an honest business, family-owned since 1959. His 81-year-old mother still runs the cash register and occasionally lectures buyers on the need to be legitimate.


	“We do everything we can and double- and triple-check to try and do everything right,” he said, adding that the store participates in an ATF program to cut down on straw buyers, “to keep a girlfriend from buying a gun for her boyfriend.”


	Hyatt said it is difficult to keep guns out of the hands of criminals, because once a firearm leaves the store it can be stolen or passed around.


	“What it is is hundreds of thousands of random events - thefts, deaths - outside the federally licensed, controlled system, [guns] that are being stolen, sold hand to hand and inherited,” he said. “That’s why it’s so difficult to get a handle on it. It is a problem, but it’s not with us.”


	The guns in the following case studies are representative of those weapons The Post was able to track.


	Legally obtained (107 cases)


	Terry Johnson would turn around the figurines in his china cabinet because he thought they were staring at him. He also told people that the television was talking to him.


	“Mr. Johnson was very delusional and very paranoid,” said Sheriff Terry Langley of Carroll County, Ga. “He had been for some time.”


	That didn’t stop Johnson, 31, from legally buying three handguns in Carroll County. He had not been legally committed, so there was nothing in the law preventing him from buying a gun.


	“He had a driver’s license, birth certificate, and he wasn’t a convicted felon,” said Chief Deputy Brad Robinson. “They ran a background check, and there wasn’t anything that stopped them from legally selling him firearms.”


	On Sept. 3, 2002, Johnson drove to his estranged wife’s wood-frame house and set it on fire. No one knows for sure why. He was armed with three pistols - a .45-caliber, a .22-caliber and a 9mm.


	A passerby saw Johnson leave the burning house and called 911. A call went over the police radio to look out for Johnson’s red Eagle Talon. One of the people who heard it was Sheriff’s Lt. Billy Jiles, heading back to the office after supper. The radio call said Johnson was headed down Highway 61. Jiles was near, so he pulled over to see if Johnson would whiz by. He did, and Jiles gave chase. Johnson stopped his car, jumped out, brandishing the .45 and 9mm, and ran into a nearby house in Carrollton, shooting and killing the home’s elderly owner.


	Outside, Jiles called for backup. Before help arrived, Johnson jumped from behind an overgrown hedge and shot Jiles, crouched on the other side, eight times with the 9mm. The 42-year-old father left behind a wife and two small children.


	Then Johnson fired at the arriving officers, who shot him dead.


	Stolen (77)


	Greg Bloss arrived home from work about 3:30 p.m. to discover that a burglar had broken a kitchen window at his Spartanburg, S.C., home and ransacked his bedroom. Gone was his .380-caliber semiautomatic handgun and a Colt .38-caliber snub-nosed revolver. He reported the theft to police.


	Four hours later, the stolen revolver turned up in the hands of Terry Lee Brooks, a 48-year-old felon with a long rap sheet: murder, burglary, drugs, auto theft and illegal firearms possession.


	On the evening of Feb. 27, 2007, Brooks went driving in a gold Saturn with a female friend. She later said he took two hits from a glass crack pipe and drank gin and beer.


	A Spartanburg County sheriff’s deputy flashed his cruiser’s blue lights as they headed toward an exit off Interstate 26. The car had expired tags, Deputy Kevin Carper told Brooks. Standing at the passenger side of Brooks’s car, Carper asked for his driver’s license. Three weeks earlier, Brooks had been convicted of driving on a suspended license and was given a 60-day sentence.


	Brooks fumbled for a driver’s license he knew he didn’t have. Then he told Carper that he didn’t have his wallet. Carper, 39, a 10-year veteran, asked for the pair’s names and walked back to his patrol car to run a check.


	Brooks pulled out the Colt revolver and hit the gas, telling his friend that if Carper stopped him, “he was going to get him.” Brooks drove onto a dead-end street near a trailer park, jumped out and ran into the woods. His passenger got out, laid on the ground and yelled to Carper and another officer who responded.


	“I tell them to stop, that he has a gun, but they kept on chasing him into the woods,” the woman told authorities in a written statement. “I hear gunshots and hear over the police car’s radio ‘officer down.’ “


	The second officer on the scene, Deputy William Hopkins III, later said he saw Carper and Brooks struggling in the leaves.


	“God, he’s got a gun,” Hopkins recalled Carper saying.


	Hopkins said he saw “three distinct muzzle flashes” and fired back, hitting Brooks, who fell to the ground. As Hopkins turned to his left, he saw Carper also on the ground, bleeding.


	Both Carper and Brooks died.


	The next night, when three officers showed up at his house, Bloss learned that his stolen gun was used in the slaying of a police officer.


	“I had heard about the shooting . . . on the news,” Bloss said in a phone interview from Ohio, where he lives now. “I asked them if it was the gun, and they said they thought it was. They told me I wouldn’t get it back, and I told them I didn’t want it back.”


	Police gun (51)


	Shortly after 3 a.m. Oct. 13, 2007, New Orleans police detective Thelonious Dukes Sr., 47, was working on his motorcycle outside his home on the city’s east side. Two armed men appeared on foot, their faces partially covered by bandannas.


	Unaware that Dukes was a cop, they ordered him into the house and demanded money. He told them about his safe in the master-bathroom closet. The detective’s wife, Lynette, lay awake in bed, silent and still. She heard her husband identify himself as a police officer and offer them money for his family’s safety.


	The men forced Dukes to kneel in the bathroom. His wife was brought out and ordered to open the safe and then drop to her knees next to her husband. The suspects grabbed the money and an AR-15 assault rifle.


	They asked Dukes if he had other weapons. He directed them to his department-issued Glock handgun under the mattress on the right side of the bed.


	Dukes had another Glock, an off-duty gun - the police report does not specify whether he had it on his person or somewhere in his house - which he drew and fired twice. Then the gun jammed. The thieves fired back with Dukes’s police gun, striking him in his left arm and stomach. A bullet pierced his wife’s left foot.


	Dukes, an auto-theft detective and a 19-year veteran, died three weeks later. His wife survived. The alleged gunmen, Anthony Skidmore, now 22, and Chris Dillon, 21, are awaiting trial.


	Borrowed or taken from relatives (46)


	Willie Collins didn’t know his Colt King Cobra revolver was missing from his suburban Memphis home until a police investigator called him in December 2002.


	“They asked . . . if I owned a gun, a .357 magnum,” Collins recalled in court testimony. “I told them I did. They asked me did I have it, and I told them, ‘Yes, sir.’ “


	He had bought it 15 years earlier. Collins went to retrieve the weapon from the box where it had been stored since he moved from California to Tennessee in 1993. But it was gone. His teenage son later testified in court that he had sneaked it out of the house in the summer of 2002. The teen gave the gun to a classmate who said he “needed a little money,” according to court records.


	The classmate, Jonathan Upchurch, sold it the same day to a north Memphis man who he had heard was looking to buy a firearm. The buyer, Reginald Rome, paid $100. Rome was a 45-year-old felon with a history of drug convictions. He had recently been laid off recently from a $12-an-hour welding job. As a felon, Rome was forbidden to buy a gun.


	Rome tucked the gun away for five months. On Dec. 4, 2002, he used it to shoot George Selby, a 33-year-old Shelby County, Tenn., sheriff’s deputy. Selby, a member of the narcotics unit, had gone with 11 other officers to serve a search warrant for illegal drugs on Rome’s home. When they ordered him to open the door, Rome fired at least three shots from the stolen .357. One of the bullets struck Selby just above his bulletproof vest. He died later that evening, leaving a wife and two daughters.


	Rome was convicted of murder in 2005 and sentenced to life in prison without parole, plus 100 years.


	Upchurch could have been prosecuted in federal court for selling the gun to Rome, but he faced no charges in the case.


	Five years after the Selby killing, Upchurch pleaded guilty in federal court to illegally selling another gun, a .380-caliber pistol, to a known felon, records show. Authorities had learned through a confidential informant that Upchurch was trying to peddle that gun, and they arranged an undercover buy. Upchurch was sentenced to three years’ probation.


	Obtained on the street (41)


	Jack Sherman was a 23-year-old high school dropout in Battle Creek, Mich. He owed $100 to his friend Genail Postley Jr., plus some money for marijuana, but couldn’t pay him. So he settled up with something he did have: a Mossberg 12-gauge pump-action shotgun and a handful of shells, all stolen from his grandfather.


	Postley, an unemployed felon on parole for assault, illegally sawed off the gun’s barrel, making it easier to conceal. Less than two weeks later, on May 9, 2005, he used it to kill one Battle Creek police detective, LaVern Steven Brann, and wound another. They had gone to an apartment complex to question Postley, then 21, about the robbery and slaying of a cabdriver a month earlier.


	Postley was sentenced to life for murdering Brann, 44, a 20-year veteran who left behind a wife and two daughters. Postley also was convicted and sentenced to life in prison for the cabdriver’s slaying.


	In a rare move in Michigan, federal authorities went after Sherman for knowingly giving a firearm to a felon, a crime punishable by up to 10 years in prison.


	“I just thought that he was going to protect himself, do whatever he had to do to hustle, make his money,” Sherman told a judge about why he gave Postley the shotgun. “I didn’t know it was intended to kill the cop.”


	Sherman pleaded guilty in 2008 and received nine years in prison.


	Straw purchase (16)


	Quisi Bryan, 29, of Cleveland wanted a gun but knew that his convictions for attempted robbery and carrying a concealed weapon - both felonies in Ohio - would prevent him from buying one at a gun store.


	So he turned to someone with a clean record: his soon-to-be wife, Elaine Smith, 30. The two had met in the mid-1990s while Bryan was serving time at the Pickaway Correctional Institution, a medium-security prison in Orient, just outside Columbus. They became pen pals after being introduced by Smith’s father.


	After Bryan’s release from prison in November 1998, the couple moved in together. In July 1999, they drove 15 miles from their home in East Cleveland to suburban Bedford Heights. They walked into Atlantic Gun & Tackle, and Bryan spotted the gun he wanted: an $800 Glock Model 21 .45-caliber handgun. Smith filled out the paperwork and paid for the gun, according to police reports. She later told police that she wasn’t aware that Bryan was not supposed to possess a firearm. She did not respond to requests for an interview.


	Eleven months later, on the morning of June 25, 2000, Bryan used the gun to kill a Cleveland police officer, Wayne Leon, 32, during a traffic stop outside a Sunoco gas station. The officer had pulled Bryan over because the 1984 white Pontiac Grand Prix he was driving had a suspicious temporary license plate. When Leon turned his head to call in the tag on his portable radio, Bryan pulled the .45 from his waistband and fired one shot at point-blank range, hitting the young father of three in the face.


	“I was trying to think of a way to convince him to stop,” Bryan testified at his trial. “When he went to his mike, I reached in and I pulled my weapon out. I told him, ‘Don’t do that.’ As he stepped back . . . I fired.”


	After the bullet entered Leon’s face, it traveled down into his spine, according to the Cuyahoga County coroner’s report. Leon, a six-year veteran, died that day.


	Bryan said he shot Leon because he didn’t want the officer to find out that he was in violation of parole.


	“He killed in order to avoid arrest,” A. Steven Dever, the former assistant county prosecutor who tried the case, said in a phone interview.


	Bryan was convicted in November 2000 and sentenced to death. He remains on Ohio’s death row.


	Smith and Bryan divorced in 2003.


	She was not prosecuted for the straw purchase.


	Illegal purchase from gun show or private seller (3)


	Ronald Wedge, a licensed federal firearms dealer, had done business for 17 years as Hole-in-the-Wall Gunworks in Bristol, Ind. From a dealer’s table at a South Bend gun show, he sold several firearms one weekend in April 2007 without asking for photo identification or conducting criminal background checks, as required by law, according to federal court records.


	One of the guns, a black .22-caliber Astra pistol, was sold to Scott Barnaby, a 45-year-old whose family later said had a history of mental illness.


	At the same gun show, Jason Ira Katz, 31, a gun store clerk at Indiana Arms and Ammo in South Bend, sold Barnaby a Phoenix Arms .22-caliber handgun, charging $100 and keeping $60 for himself without recording the transaction, a violation of federal law.


	A few days later, Barnaby wandered out of his $40-a-night motel room in South Bend and started firing randomly in a parking lot and at a billboard of Smokey Bear.


	Called to the scene, Cpl. Nick Polizzotto and Officer Michael Norby knocked on Barnaby’s door. He used the .22 that Wedge had sold him to shoot them. Polizzotto, 34, died of his wounds that day. Norby recovered.


	Other officers fatally shot Barnaby.


	In a phone interview from his home in Bristol, Wedge, 74, said he not met Barnaby until that Saturday, when the man walked up to his gun show table at the St. Joseph County Fairgrounds and picked out the .22. Wedge said that Barnaby showed him some ID, possibly a voter registration card, and that he told Barnaby to fill out the federal firearms form. But Barnaby just handed him $300 and took off, Wedge said.


	“He just picked up the gun and the receipt and took off,” Wedge said. “It’s not the first time somebody’s taken a gun off my table, but it’s the first time somebody’s taken a gun off my table and killed a police officer with it.”


	Police were led to Wedge by a bill of sale found in Barnaby’s room, records show. Agents with the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives charged Wedge with making false statements on the federal firearms form. The agents alleged that Wedge had sold the gun without recording proper ID and had lied about the date of the sale to make it seem as if Barnaby had waited three days - for the background check - to pick up the gun.


	Wedge said he was not trying to falsify anything.


	He told police that the reason he didn’t do any background checks that weekend was that he didn’t know how to access the National Instant Criminal Background Check System from the gun show and had decided to do so after the weekend.


	Both Wedge and Katz were prosecuted in federal court; Wedge was sentenced to 10 months. Katz was sentenced to nine months; he was killed in a prison fight.
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	The compact stainless-steel .45-caliber pistol was forged in a factory in Brazil in the summer of 2006 - 4,700 miles and two years away from a fateful encounter on a narrow North Philadelphia street near Temple University.


	The gun, a 10-shot Taurus Model PT 145 Millennium Pro, was shipped from Porto Alegre to Miami, and then to a wholesale firearms distributor in South Carolina before arriving at a pawnshop about 80 miles away in rural Lancaster. From there, the $250 firearm began a 680-day odyssey through at least four states, four owners and two crime scenes before ending up in the hands of a 27-year-old parolee who used it to kill police officer Patrick McDonald.


	As part of an investigation of the deaths of 511 police officers killed by firearms since 2000, The Washington Post took an in-depth look at the circuitous paths taken by two guns. One is the Taurus. The other is a .380-caliber FEG semiautomatic pistol used in the slaying of an Indiana state trooper.


	Both are handguns - the weapon most often used to kill police officers in the past decade. And both deaths occurred after traffic stops, the situation in which officers most often lose their lives.


	The two guns were initially sold by federally licensed firearms dealers, the Taurus at the South Carolina pawnshop, the .380 at a high-volume gun store outside Chicago. At least three guns sold at the Chicago area store, Chuck’s Gun Shop, turned up in fatal shootings of police, the most of any store in The Post’s review.


	The .380′s sale involved a “straw purchaser,” a person who buys a gun on behalf of someone else and falsely claims to be the intended owner. The Taurus’s sale looked like a straw purchase, with the man who first bought the gun quickly selling it to a felon for a $150 profit.


	Even when guns wind up being used to shoot police officers - crimes that receive intense attention from investigators and prosecutors - straw purchasers escape punishment more often than not. The Post review looked at 16 straw purchasers who bought guns later used to kill police officers. Seven were prosecuted.


	“Straw purchasers are the biggest problem in any state,” said Lt. Vince Testa of the Philadelphia Police Department’s firearms- identification unit. “That just puts more guns on the street and, unfortunately, kills police officers.”


	The two cases show the unpredictable paths taken by guns, moving from hand to hand into the grasp of criminals, falling off the radar and reappearing with sudden, fatal violence.


	In one case, a 19-year-old felon acquires a handgun casually, as payment for a bet on a game of basketball, tucks it into his pants and later uses it to kill an Indiana trooper. In the other, a fugitive from a Philadelphia halfway house tries to escape from a pursuing officer and pulls the gun as they fight on the street. Both stories illustrate how firearms dramatically increase the danger in already tense situations, creating irrevocable outcomes from panicky decisions.


	“I even talked to him about chasing bad guys down an alley when he knew they were armed, but he was absolutely fearless,” Larry McDonald, father of the slain Philadelphia officer, said in an interview with The Post on March 31, a week before he died of a heart attack. “He said, ‘Dad, I can’t worry about that.’ “


	Philadelphia, 2008: Patrick McDonald


	The .45-caliber Taurus semiautomatic pistol arrived at the Lancaster Pawn Shop in South Carolina on Nov. 9, 2006. Four days later, Jason Mack, 27, a self-described country boy fascinated by firearms, bought it for $250. At the same time, he purchased a smaller gun, a Kel-Tec P-3 .380-caliber pistol that Mack called a “pocket rocket.”


	Mack lied on the required federal paperwork, answering no to a question about whether he used illegal drugs. In fact, Mack, who worked as a laborer for a masonry business, later testified that he had smoked marijuana every day since he was 13. But he had no criminal record, and the required background check did not prevent him from buying a gun.


	After the required three-day waiting period for the background check, Mack took the pistols home. Within days, he met up with a friend who introduced him to Stephen Lashley, 30, who was visiting from Philadelphia. Lashley had a drug-trafficking conviction in New York and a theft conviction in Bucks County, Pa.


	After hearing about Mack’s guns, Lashley asked to see them and offered to buy the Taurus. He paid Mack $400 and threw in two vials of marijuana, according to court records.


	Lashley returned to Philadelphia, where he lived in the basement of his mother’s rowhouse. He soon gave the gun to a man known to him only as “Max,” according to an investigative report by the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. Max earlier had mentioned to Lashley that he wanted a .45-caliber handgun. At this point, ownership of the weapon becomes murky, although it turned up repeatedly in the swirl of Philadelphia street violence.


	On Sept. 9, 2007, the Taurus figured in a nonfatal shootout at a Sunoco gas station between two men in southwest Philadelphia. Both were injured and went to a hospital. Police responding to reports of gunfire found spent cartridges from .45-caliber and .22-caliber pistols, but no guns. The .45-caliber cartridges were later linked to the Taurus.


	A year later, on Sept. 22, 2008, more spent cartridges from the Taurus were recovered in Old City Philadelphia, just east of downtown. Once again, police could not find the gun.


	The next day, the gun figured in a third shooting in Philadelphia. This time, more than spent cartridges would be left behind at the scene.


	Pursuit and showdown


	Officer McDonald, 30, was pulling the 8 a.m.-to-4 p.m. shift instead of his usual night stint.


	A former co-captain of the football team at Archbishop Ryan High School, he played running back on the Philadelphia Blue Flame, the police and fire departments’ team in the National Public Safety Football League. He wore 34, the same number as the late Walter Payton of the Chicago Bears.


	McDonald was the youngest of three children, and his Irish Catholic parents named him Patrick because he was born on St. Patrick’s Day. He grew up in a modest three-bedroom rowhouse in northeast Philadelphia, a home he later bought from his parents and turned into a bachelor pad complete with a wet bar in the dining room and an expensively equipped gym in the basement. But his pride and joy was his job.


	“Nothing made him prouder than putting on that . . . uniform and walking out that door,” his father said. “He was born to be a police officer.”


	About 1:30 p.m. Sept. 23, McDonald spotted a 1997 burgundy Buick with a broken taillight. He ordered the driver, Shermell Howard, 27, to pull over, according to a police report. In the car with her was Daniel Giddings, also 27, a 240-pound felon whose physique one official would describe as “prison buff.” The Taurus was tucked into his waistband.


	Giddings had been released from prison 36 days earlier after serving eight years of a 12-year sentence for aggravated assault. A judge had ordered him to report to a halfway house, but Giddings soon absconded in violation of his parole. When several police officers, acting on a tip that Giddings was at a house in the area, tried to arrest him, he fought with them and escaped. Now, he was wanted for aggravated assault on the officers as well as the parole violation.


	As McDonald walked up to the vehicle, Giddings jumped out and ran. McDonald chased him three blocks through the North Philadelphia neighborhood known as Strawberry Mansion, a place of boarded-up buildings and painted brick rowhouses with metal bars on the doors and windows.


	“White T-shirt, brown jacket,” McDonald breathlessly told a police dispatcher as he called in the incident on his police radio at 1:46 p.m. and gave his location. “Twenty-four hundred Colorado. Just got on a red bike.”


	McDonald didn’t say - maybe he didn’t have time - that Giddings had knocked a child off the bicycle.


	McDonald caught up to Giddings, losing his hat along the way. The officer grabbed Giddings and drew his ASP police baton. The two fought. The felon threw the officer to the ground. Both drew guns, Giddings’s Taurus against McDonald’s Glock 9mm service weapon.


	Shots were traded, and McDonald was hit several times, including a round that went through his shoulder and pierced his heart.


	Giddings then stood over the officer and pumped more bullets into him. He hopped back on the bicycle, but before he could get away, two officers arrived in response to McDonald’s call for assistance. At least one exchanged gunfire with Giddings, killing him with shots to the head and chest, according to the police report. One of the officers was shot in the hip. The other was not injured.


	The consequences


	McDonald’s father, Larry, was working at a new job for a trucking company when he got the call. Larry McDonald was a retired Philadelphia fire captain, and a friend from the fire department who also had a son on the police force gave him the news that two officers had been shot. One was Pat, the friend said. The friend wasn’t sure how badly Larry and Patsy’s youngest boy was injured, but he tried to assure Larry that Patrick would be all right.


	Larry McDonald frantically called his wife, who works as a receptionist at a school-uniform company. When Larry arrived at his wife’s business, officers were already there. They drove the couple to Temple Hospital, a 20-minute ride.


	Scores of officers were gathered outside the hospital, so many that the couple could barely squeeze through the entrance. Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter was there. So was Police Commissioner Charles H. Ramsey, the former chief in the District of Columbia.


	Someone shuttled the McDonalds into a tiny, windowless room. Ken Linneman, a police lieutenant and childhood friend of Larry McDonald’s, broke the news.


	“He’s gone,” Linneman said.


	For his role in getting the Taurus onto the streets, Mack was convicted in federal court of making a false statement in connection with the purchase of a firearm and illegal possession of a firearm by an unlawful user of a controlled substance. He received three years in federal prison. Lashley was convicted of possession of a firearm by a convicted felon and illegal transportation of firearms. He was sentenced to 10 years.


	Indiana, 2003: Scott Patrick


	The gun that killed Indiana State Trooper Scott Patrick, a .380-caliber FEG semiautomatic handgun, No. AK00885, was manufactured in Hungary. It was shipped to the United States, ending up at Chuck’s Gun Shop in Riverdale, on the southern fringes of Chicago.


	Chuck’s occupies a red-brick building on a busy thoroughfare dotted with storefronts. Between 1996 and 2000, Chuck’s led the nation in the number of guns recovered in crimes - 2,370 firearms traced by police were originally sold there, according to a report by the Americans for Gun Safety Foundation. One of the weapons was used to fatally shoot a Chicago police officer in 1998; another was used to kill a Chicago officer 10 years later.


	On Feb. 25, 1997, John Clinton, 44, and his buddy, Dave Johnson, 45, walked into Chuck’s. The men eyed the inventory for several minutes before Clinton pointed out the gun that he wanted. Clinton liked the .380 because it was small and easy to conceal, he would say later. He wanted it for protection but could not buy it legally because he was a felon. So Johnson bought it for him.


	“He did me a favor and bought the gun for me,” Clinton, now 58, said in a recent interview with The Post. “Bad move.”


	Johnson filled out the paperwork, claiming that he was the purchaser, and gave the clerk $460 in cash for the pistol and ammunition. As soon as they left the store, Johnson turned the gun over to Clinton.


	Neither Johnson nor Clinton would be prosecuted for their roles in the straw purchase.


	The transaction does not surprise John Riggio, the store’s owner.


	“Everything has happened here,” said Riggio, 54, whose father started the shop in 1967. “Whose fault is that? I can’t control what happens when someone leaves the shop.”


	The .380 remained with Clinton for more than six years, until November 2003. Clinton later told authorities that it was stolen from the trunk of his Buick Century on the city’s South Side. That proved to be a lie. Clinton actually gave the gun to an acquaintance, Randy “Bushwick” Vaughn, 43, to sell on the street.


	“We were using [heroin] at the time, and I needed the money for drugs,” Clinton said.


	Vaughn later told authorities that he sold it for $200 to a stockily built 26-year-old gang member at 69th Street and South Indiana Avenue in Chicago.


	A month later, on Dec. 22, 2003 - nearly 2,500 days after Johnson first purchased it - the .380 pistol resurfaced in the hands of 19-year-old Darryl Jeter.


	Jeter had been reared by his grandmother in the rough-and-tumble Robert Taylor Homes public housing complex on Chicago’s South Side. Like many of his childhood friends, Jeter got into trouble with the law at an early age. He was convicted in November 2002 of possession of a controlled substance, a felony, and was sentenced to two years in prison. He was sent to the Shawnee Correctional Center in southern Illinois and was paroled after six months, according to an Illinois Department of Corrections official.


	‘Who doesn’t have a gun?’


	Jeter later said in an interview with The Post that he got the .380 from a friend, whom he refused to identify. The man owed him $350 from a bet over a game of pickup basketball. Jeter had bumped into him at Hook Fish & Chicken, a fast-food restaurant in Chicago, about nine blocks from where Vaughn said he sold the pistol.


	“They’re bartered and traded and sold as booty on the street,” said Indiana State Police 1st Sgt. Brian Olehy. “They’re another form of legal tender.”


	Jeter, who was unemployed, said he intended to sell the .380 to buy Christmas toys for his daughter. She had begged him for Dora the Explorer dolls.


	“I know it’s not legal to have guns in Chicago,” Jeter said. “But who doesn’t have a gun? That’s Chicago.”


	He tucked the gun into the front pocket of his jeans and tossed his fast-food bag into a white 1993 Chevrolet Caprice that had been stolen six days earlier from a Sears parking lot in southwest Chicago. The thief passed the car on to Jeter, who used a screwdriver to start it.


	Soon after getting the .380, Jeter took off to meet a 16-year-old girl in Gary, Ind. As he neared the Gary exit just before dawn, he realized that one of the tires was so flat that he was driving on the metal rim. He pulled off the interstate onto a grassy area. Jeter called the girl and told her that he would gather his CDs, find another car and meet up with her soon.


	A trucker who had seen sparks shooting from the car’s rim called 911. Patrick, a state trooper who worked the midnight shift, responded.


	Patrick, 27, was a small-town boy who grew up in Wheatfield, Ind., and loved to fish with his dad and brothers. Six feet tall, athletic and competitive, he played football and wrestled in high school, receiving the “Iron Man” award one year for never missing wrestling practice.


	Outside the exit to Gary, Patrick pulled over to see whether Jeter, now on foot, needed help. Jeter said he and Patrick exchanged words. It got heated.


	The trooper told him to put his hands on the police car.


	“It just got aggressive,” Jeter later recalled in a prison interview with The Post. “In my world . . . when you get aggressive, you’re no longer an officer. You’re just a man like me.”


	Karl Dickel, a trucker who happened by, saw the two men fighting and turned his lights on them to aid the trooper, according to court records. Dickel said that the men broke apart and Jeter went to the opposite side of the police car from Patrick. He pulled the .380 and fired twice over the car’s hood at Patrick. The trooper returned fire, hitting Jeter, Dickel said.


	One shot hit Patrick in the shoulder and pierced his heart. Jeter ran, dropping the gun and his CDs along the way and leaving Patrick to die on the pavement.


	“Things went bad,” Jeter said. “What happened shouldn’t have happened.”


	Another trooper arrived and tried to help Patrick. Dickel spotted Jeter nearby and told the trooper, “That’s the guy that shot him.”


	Jeter again tried to flee, this time by climbing into the cab of a truck, but the other trooper arrested him.


	The shooting left Melissa Patrick without a husband, and the baby she was carrying without a father. She was six weeks pregnant at the time.


	“The action he took changed so many lives,” said Patrick, who met Scott at a party when they were freshmen at the University of Southern Indiana in Evansville. “My husband never even knew he was having a little boy.”


	Jeter was convicted of murder and auto theft in 2006. He is serving a life sentence without parole at Indiana State Prison in Michigan City. In his prison interview last April, Jeter, shackled and wearing a tan prison outfit and new white sneakers, reflected on the shooting.


	“I ask myself every day, ‘Why?’ “ said Jeter, now 26. “What was I thinking? . . . He didn’t deserve to lose his life.


	“I was presented with a weapon I shouldn’t have had. I should have went home.”


	Clinton, who is an unemployed sheet-metal worker, said he was shocked to learn that the pistol was used to kill a police officer.


	“I don’t want to think about it,” he said. “It still feels like my gun, but I don’t want to have anything to do with it.”


	Additional Content:


	Federal Firearms Tracing Report


	A Father’s Grief


	Emmy Award winning video, A Cop Killer’s Remorse
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	By James V. Grimaldi and Sari Horwitz

	Wednesday, December 15, 2010


	

	No other state has produced more guns seized by police in the brutal Mexican drug wars than Texas. In the Lone Star State, no other city has more guns linked to Mexican crime scenes than Houston. And in the Texas oil town, no single independent dealer stands out more for selling guns traced from south of the border than Bill Carter.


	Carter, 76, has operated four Carter’s Country stores in the Houston metropolitan area over the past half-century. In the past two years, more than 115 guns from his stores have been seized by the police and military in Mexico.


	As an unprecedented number of American guns flows to the murderous drug cartels across the border, the identities of U.S. dealers that sell guns seized at Mexican crime scenes remain confidential under a law passed by Congress in 2003.


	A year-long investigation by The Washington Post has cracked that secrecy and uncovered the names of the top 12 U.S. dealers of guns traced to Mexico in the past two years.


	Eight of the top 12 dealers are in Texas, three are in Arizona, and one is in California. In Texas, two of the four Houston area Carter’s Country stores are on the list, along with four gun retailers in the Rio Grande Valley at the southern tip of the state. There are 3,800 gun retailers in Texas, 300 in Houston alone.


	“One of the reasons that Houston is the number one source, you can go to a different gun store for a month and never hit the same gun store,” said J. Dewey Webb, special agent in charge of the Houston field division of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. “You can buy [a 9mm handgun] down along the border, but if you come to Houston, you can probably buy it cheaper because there’s more dealers, there’s more competition.”


	Drug cartels have aggressively turned to the United States because Mexico severely restricts gun ownership. Following gunrunning paths that have been in place for 50 years, firearms cross the border and end up in the hands of criminals as well as ordinary citizens seeking protection.


	“This is not a new phenomenon,” Webb said.


	What is different now, authorities say, is the number of high-powered rifles heading south - AR-15s, AK-47s, armor-piercing .50-caliber weapons - and the savagery of the violence.


	Federal authorities say more than 60,000 U.S. guns of all types have been recovered in Mexico in the past four years, helping fuel the violence that has contributed to 30,000 deaths. Mexican President Felipe Calderon came to Washington in May and urged Congress and President Obama to stop the flow of guns south.


	U.S. law enforcement has ramped up its focus on gun trafficking along the southwestern border. Arrests of individual gunrunners have surged. But investigators rarely bring regulatory actions or criminal cases against U.S. gun dealers, in part because of laws backed by the gun lobby that make it difficult to prove cases.


	All of the stores among the top 12 have had double-digit traces of “crime guns” to their stores from Mexico, a statistic that can be a red flag for investigators. A high number of traces does not necessarily signal wrongdoing. It could be the result of sales volume, geography or clientele. Carter’s Country, for instance, is the largest independent gun retailer in the region. Most experts and ATF officials agree that the majority of dealers are law-abiding.


	Many dealers tip off ATF when they suspect “straw purchases,” in which a person buys for someone who is prohibited from owning a gun, a common practice in Mexican gunrunning cases. Many of the dealers “view themselves as the first line of defense,” said Lawrence Keane, general counsel and vice president of the National Shooting Sports Foundation, a firearms industry trade group.


	The foundation and the National Rifle Association aggressively challenge statistics that show 80 to 90 percent of the weapons seized in Mexico are first sold in the United States, calling the numbers highly inflated. After being criticized by the gun lobby, ATF stopped releasing such statistics this year.


	“To suggest that U.S. gun laws are somehow to blame for Mexican drug cartel violence is a sad fantasy,” said Chris W. Cox, executive director of the NRA Institute for Legislative Action.


	Cox said guns are coming to Mexico from other Central American countries and from former Mexican soldiers who have U.S. weapons and are now working for the cartels.


	ATF disagreed, saying the biggest factors are the high number of dealers along the border and the convenient location.


	“When you look at the highway system in Mexico, the main highways that come into the United States are through Laredo and Brownsville,” Webb said. “. . . As long as it is cheaper and easier to come to the United States to buy them, that’s going to be the source they’ll go to.”


	Guns from the United States “have been feeding the violence and overwhelming firepower being unleashed by drug traffickers,” said Arturo Sarukhan, Mexico’s ambassador to the United States. “We need to defang drug trafficking organizations of these high-caliber and semiautomatic and automatic weapons, and we need to do it now.”


	The flow of guns


	To examine the gun flow from the United States to Mexico, The Post reviewed hundreds of court documents and federal reports and interviewed Mexican officials and dozens of current and former U.S. law enforcement officials.


	ATF in 2006 launched Project Gunrunner - a program that now involves more than 220 agents who make criminal cases against gun traffickers and about 165 inspectors who check gun dealers for compliance with federal regulations. The agency has conducted about 1,000 inspections in the border region, leading to the seizure of more than 400 firearms. Two dealers have lost their licenses to sell guns.


	On the criminal side, a recent Justice Department inspector general’s report called the program weak and ineffective, with most of the cases brought against single defendants hired to buy small numbers of firearms.


	U.S. law enforcement has traditionally focused on seizing drugs moving north from Mexico, not guns moving south. In 2008, only 70 guns were seized at U.S. border crossings.


	The cornerstone of the $60 million program is gun tracing - tracking weapons to the dealers who originally sold them. It has long been considered a powerful tool for combating trafficking.


	But the Justice IG report said that Mexican gun tracing has been “unsuccessful.” ATF officials complain that, in the past, most guns seized in Mexico were not traced. Although the number of traces has increased, problems persist, ATF officials say.


	“We’re not getting all the information we need from them,” said Bill Newell, special agent in charge of ATF’s Phoenix field division.


	Mexican officials say they send information in but get little that is useful in return. An official in the Mexican attorney general’s office called tracing “some kind of bad joke,” the Justice inspector general’s report said.


	A Government Accountability Office report on Project Gunrunner found that ATF has not done “recent systematic analysis and reporting of aggregate data,” hampered by congressional restrictions on the tracing information. ATF officials said that they do analyze the data and that tracing information has led to some major cases.


	One investigation showed that 23 traffickers had purchased more than 335 firearms, including 251 rifles, from 10 dealers. One of the suspects bought 14 AK-47s in one day from one dealer.


	About one-third of the weapons were traced to incidents in Mexico involving 63 deaths, including those of 18 law enforcement officers. Some of the guns ended up being seized at the site of the “Acapulco Police Massacre,” where drug gangsters disguised as soldiers invaded two offices of the state attorney general and killed three investigators, one prosecutor and two secretaries. One gun sold at Carter’s Country was recovered 65 days later by police investigating the kidnapping and murder of a businessman.


	Fifty of the guns were purchased at three Carter’s stores, including 29 at the chain’s flagship store in Spring, Tex. When one of the traffickers purchased eight Bushmaster .223-caliber sniper rifles for nearly $9,000 on May 12, 2007, an employee of the store contacted ATF.


	The ringleader of the gun buyers was U.S. citizen John Phillip Hernandez, a 23-year-old unemployed machinist living with his parents. He pleaded guilty last year to one count of making a false statement to a gun dealer.


	Assistant U.S. Attorney Mark White asked for the maximum 10-year sentence.


	“He knew [the guns] were going to go to drug killers in Mexico,” White said.


	Hernandez got eight years.


	There was no indication that the gun stores named in court documents - Carter’s Country, Academy Sports and Outdoors, and Collectors Firearms - had done anything wrong. All three retailers are on the list of top 12 stores.


	The Academy purchases by Hernandez were at an outlet in Houston. Another Academy store in McAllen, about 10 miles from the border, has had about 95 traces in two years. After the Hernandez case, Academy stopped selling all military-style tactical weapons, including AK-47s and AR-15s, at its eight stores near the border.


	In the rest of the chain’s 120 stores, such “assault weapons” are limited to one per customer per visit.


	“We wanted to do what we can to make sure that our firearms aren’t contributing to the border problem,” Academy spokeswoman Elise Hasbrook said.


	Collectors owner Mike Clark said the 60 traces to his Houston store were insignificant given the store’s volume, which he would not reveal. “Pretty small, I’d have to say,” Clark said.


	Carter’s Country


	In his “Ol’ Bill Sez” commentary atop his weekly newspaper advertisement in April, Carter made light of the guns leaving Texas for Mexico: “Why all the talk about guns going south when so many drugs are coming north that our cows along the interstate are gettin’ high off the fumes!”


	Volume might factor into why many dealers are on the top-12 list, including Carter’s Country, which sells thousands of firearms and is the largest independent gun retailer in the region.


	Greeting a reporter last month in his store in Spring, standing near giant ivory tusks and stuffed grizzly bears and lions, Carter declined to be interviewed. “I’d like to talk to you, but I just can’t,” Carter said. “We’re in litigation.”


	Dogged for years by lawsuits over his business practices, Carter pushed for the 2003 federal secrecy law governing gun traces because trial lawyers had been using the information in lawsuits against gun stores.


	“If the gun-ban lawyers succeed, the floodgates will open,” Carter said at the time in a newsletter he issued as president of the Texas Gun Dealers Association.


	In one suit, a former employee who filed a wrongful-termination suit said Carter’s Country permitted straw purchases. Carter’s Country, which settled the suit for a small amount, denied the allegations.


	In another case, a man who killed a Houston police officer said he bought the murder weapon, a 9mm Smith & Wesson, “in the name of my wife” at Carter’s Country in Pasadena, outside Houston. An illegal immigrant who had been convicted of a felony sex offense, he was prohibited from buying a gun.


	The officer’s wife, Joslyn Johnson, a Houston police sergeant, alleges that Carter’s Country knew the sale was illegal. “I think it is all about money and that it is a common practice for them,” Johnson said. “They are putting guns in the hands of criminals.”


	Carter’s Country denies the allegation, saying the gun was purchased legally by the man’s wife.


	Hormigas


	Small-time gunrunners along the border are known as “hormigas,” the Spanish word for ants. Hernan Ramos, a 22-year-old U.S. citizen, was one of them. On May 17, 2008, he headed to a gun show in Arizona, where he bought an Olympic Arms .223-caliber rifle from a Tucson firearms business, Mad Dawg Global.


	That same day, a friend of Ramos’s, another U.S. citizen, bought two more .223-caliber rifles from Mad Dawg. Over the next three months, the two men and several of their associates returned to Mad Dawg repeatedly to buy rifles.


	They smuggled the guns across the border, an hour south of Tucson, to “Rambo,” a member of the Sinaloa drug cartel.


	All in all, Ramos and nine others bought 112 firearms worth more than $100,000 - 30 from Mad Dawg and the rest from 14 other firearms dealers across Arizona, court records show.


	The hormigas were eventually arrested and charged with firearms violations. Ramos, one of the ringleaders, was sentenced this summer by a federal judge in Tucson to four years and two months in prison.


	No charges were brought against any of the gun dealers involved, and there was no indication the dealers did anything wrong.


	One of the dealers, J&G Sales in Prescott, ranks third on the top-12 list, with about 130 of its guns traced from Mexico over the past two years. The store owner said he is diligent about making legal sales.


	“I would stand by every transaction we make at the time we make it,” said J&G owner Brad Desaye. “But I’m disappointed to hear that number. It saddens me. It should not happen.”


	The lack of charges against dealers is not unusual, in part because it’s difficult to prove a straw purchase took place.


	“If you’re a gun dealer and you see a 21- or 22-year-old young lady walk in and plop down $15,000 in cash to buy 20 AK-47s, you might want to ask yourself what she needs them for,” said Newell, the ATF special agent in charge in Phoenix. “If she says, ‘Christmas presents,’ technically the dealer doesn’t have to ask for more.”


	Under federal law, a gun dealer who sells two or more handguns to the same person within five business days must report the sales to ATF. The agency has identified such sales as a red flag, or “significant indicator,” of trafficking. But multiple sales of “long guns,” which include shotguns and rifles such as AK-47s, do not have to be reported to ATF.


	The Justice Department inspector general said in a report last month that “the lack of a reporting requirement of multiple sales of long guns - which have become the cartels’ weapons of choice - hinders ATF’s ability to disrupt the flow of illegal weapons into Mexico.”


	Over the years, the gun lobby has successfully opposed such a requirement, arguing it is not needed, because long guns are far less likely to be used in crimes. But the percentage of long guns recovered in Mexican crimes has been steadily increasing, from 20 percent in 2004 to 48 percent in 2009, reports show.


	“The reasons that the deaths are so high in Mexico are the long guns,” said James Cavanaugh, a former high-ranking official with ATF. “The velocity of the round and the amount they can put out quickly is what makes it so deadly.”


	Roadblocks for ATF


	The biggest case ATF brought against a gun dealer in Project Gunrunner illustrates the obstacles agents face when they try to do something about stores sending guns to Mexico.


	It was a case that seemingly had everything in its favor.


	Corrupt gun stores usually are hard to catch because law enforcement needs evidence that the stores knowingly sold weapons intended for criminals. In this case, the agents had tons of evidence: surveillance, recorded phone calls, confidential informants and undercover agents posing as straw buyers.


	In late 2007, ATF agents busted suspects who told the agents they had purchased hundreds of weapons from a single dealer: George Iknadosian, who owned a Phoenix gun store called X-Caliber.


	Agents examined the dealer’s traces and found that 86 guns had been recovered by police in the United States and Mexico between 2005 and 2008. Of those, 47 had been traced from Mexican crime scenes.


	The store had sold 710 guns of the types known to be popular with Mexican drug cartels - more than 500 AK-47s and SKS-style rifles, plus one especially lethal .50-caliber Barrett rifle capable of piercing armored vehicles.


	The U.S. Attorney’s Office in Phoenix declined to take the case, because it started out with low-level straw-purchaser charges and was going to require a lot of time and resources to develop further. So ATF took the case to the Arizona attorney general, who worked on it for more than a year with the Phoenix Police Department.


	Iknadosian instructed undercover agents posing as straw purchasers about how to sneak weapons across the border, advising them to cross on weekends and Fridays when border agents might be off fishing.


	“When you guys buy them [guns], I run the paperwork, you’re okay, you’re gone,” he said. “On my end, I don’t give a crap.”


	Iknadosian was charged with violations of state fraud, forgery, racketeering and money laundering laws.


	“This was an amazingly well-prepared case,” said Arizona Attorney General Terry Goddard. “The evidence was all there. There is no question what was going on.”


	But in March 2009, a state judge, Robert Gottsfield, dismissed the case before it went to the jury.


	“The judge’s decision was inscrutable,” Goddard said. “It was a real shock to our office.”


	Iknadosian’s attorney, Thomas M. Baker, said he showed on cross-examination that ATF’s informants were not credible.


	“The ATF and Terry Goddard decided to give every single one of them probation if they would testify against George,” Baker said. He said the conversations with Iknadosian were “out of context.”


	In an interview, Gottsfield defended his decision, which he said was one of the few times in 30 years he had dismissed a case before it went to a jury.


	He agreed that there was ample evidence against Iknadosian, but he called the case “overcharged.”


	“There certainly was evidence that Iknadosian was selling to people who were not buying the guns for themselves, and that’s a class-one misdemeanor,” Gottsfield said.


	About guns going to Mexico from the United States, the judge said: “It is a terrible problem. They have to do something about it.”


	

	Research editor Alice Crites and staff writer William Booth contributed to this report.
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	Mexican Violence, American Guns


	Arming Mexico’s Drug Cartels
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	By Cheryl W. Thompson

	Sunday, December 23, 2012


	

	It took less than an hour to kill 20 young children in Connecticut.


	That’s five times as many as have been killed by guns in the District in 12 years.


	Nationwide, it has taken four months for the gun deaths of children under the age of 10 to equal the number killed at Sandy Hook Elementary School.


	Criminologists say the shootings at the school have stunned the country because they force everyone to confront the rarest and most shocking of deaths: young children killed en masse by a stranger wielding a gun at their school.


	“This is an act that is literally unprecedented in the U.S. — the mass slaughter of so many children by one person,” said Richard Rosenfeld, a professor of criminology at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. “This is a very, very unusual phenomenon.”


	The Connecticut shootings “resemble more the acts of terrorists who prey on and kill large numbers of an innocent people than they do the everyday firearm killings,” Rosenfeld said.


	Since September, 20 children under 10 have been killed by guns in the United States. Eight were accidental and four were domestic killings, while eight were either bystander shootings or homicides by nonrelatives. None involved schools, and only one involved an outsider who killed more than one child.


	On Sept. 1, Kahlil Singleton, 8, was fatally shot in Hilton Head, S.C., while playing in his grandmother’s front yard. The boy was caught in the crossfire of a neighborhood feud involving several adults. A month later, Jorge Duran III, 3, was shot and killed by his father in the family’s apartment near Toledo, Ohio. The boy’s mother also was slain. And earlier this month, Ryder Rozier, 3, accidentally shot and killed himself in Logan County, Okla., with a gun he found on a nightstand in his uncle’s house. His uncle is an Oklahoma state trooper.


	Richard Berk, a professor of statistics and criminology at the University of Pennsylania, said that young children are more at risk of being killed by someone they know than by strangers.


	“These stranger killings are horrible, but [children are] more at risk from a family member or someone in their neighborhood,” he said.


	Although the number of youngsters killed by guns in this country steadily inched upward from 2008 to 2010, last week’s massacre of 20 first- and second-graders at Sandy Hook remains a statistical anomaly among rampage killings.


	In a study of 62 mass shootings in America since 1982 by Mother Jones magazine, only two cases involved elementary school children shot at their schools. In 1989, at the Cleveland Elementary School in Stockton, Calif., a deranged man killed five children and wounded 29 before committing suicide. In 2006, a man killed five students at a one-room Amish schoolhouse in Pennsylvania. Three of the dead were under age 10.


	James Alan Fox, a criminologist at Northeastern University in Boston, said that people shoot young children because “they are the most precious members of society.”


	“If your intention is to get payback for society being unfair to you, then killing children hurts the most,” Fox said.


	Between 1999 and 2010, firearms cut short the lives of 1,705 children in the United States under the age of 10, including 21 in Maryland and 49 in Virginia, according to data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.


	The deaths of young children from gunshots are dwarfed by fatalities from other causes during that time: 8,499 drownings and nearly 16,000 in traffic accidents.


	In the District, where homicides claimed the lives of 2,294 people between 2000 and 2011, four were under the age of 10, according to police records. Three involved children being killed by stray bullets.


	Donte Manning, 9, died when a stray bullet pierced him as he played outside his Columbia Heights neighborhood in March 2005. Chelsea Cromartie, 8, died in May 2004 when an errant bullet smashed through her family’s living room window in Northeast. Darias Branch, 4, was found dead with his mother in a second-floor apartment in Southeast in October 2007, and Oscar Fuentes, 9, died when a bullet penetrated the front door of his family’s Columbia Heights apartment in November 2009.


	The rate in the District of deaths of children under 10 by gunfire is roughly double the national average of 0.24 per 100,000 population over the decade-long study period.


	Among the young victims killed nationwide by guns since 1999, nearly 60 percent were white and 61 percent male. About 1,280 of the deaths were homicides and 380 were unintentional, according to the CDC data. The causes of 45 deaths were undetermined, and two were suicide. Less than one percent of all homicides among school-age children happen on school grounds or on the way to or from school, according to the CDC’s School Associated Violent Death Study.


	“The vast majority of students will never experience lethal violence at school,” the study found.


	Although the question of why 20-year-old gunman Adam Lanza opened fire at the school may never be answered, Fox said that if the shooter had a negative experience as a child and wanted to get even with his school, the students were the “surrogates.”


	“It’s oftentimes murder by proxy,” he said. “They’re linked to the primary target. You can’t kill a school but you can kill kids and teachers to get even with the school.”


	In 2001, 160 children under 10 died by gunfire, the highest annual number between 1999 and 2010. The number dropped to 142 the following year, with a significant decline to 119 in 2003 and 2004, according to the CDC. Sixty-three of the 143 victims in 2006 were preschoolers under 5.


	In 2010, the most recent year that the CDC reported the statistics, 155 children under 10 died from gunfire.


	An overwhelming number of the gun deaths occurred in the South — 821 — six times as many as occurred in the Northeast, according to the data. Nearly 400 happened in the West and 360 in the Midwest.


	Fox said firearm deaths are higher in South, in part, because of relaxed gun laws and the prevalence of guns.


	“Gun laws in South Carolina and Georgia are not like they are in Massachusetts and New York,” he said. “A lot of guns used in crimes in the North come from the South.”


	Culture and upbringing also play a role in the rate of gun deaths, Fox said.


	“In the South, to resolve a dispute, you take it outside,” he said. “In the North, you take it to court.”


	

	Bonnie Berkowitz contributed to this report.
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	By David S. Fallis

	Thursday, January 10, 2013


	

	During the 10-year federal ban on assault weapons, the percentage of firearms equipped with high-capacity magazines seized by police agencies in Virginia dropped, only to rise sharply once the restrictions were lifted in 2004, according to an analysis by The Washington Post.


	The White House is leading a push to reinstate a national ban on large-capacity magazines and assault weapons after a gunman armed with an AR-15 and 30-round magazines killed 20 children and seven adults in Connecticut. Vice President Biden has been holding advisory meetings to hammer out a course of action that will address the issue of the larger magazines, which under the lapsed federal ban were those that held 11 or more rounds of ammunition.


	In Virginia, The Post found that the rate at which police recovered firearms with high-capacity magazines — mostly handguns and, to a smaller extent, rifles — began to drop around 1998, four years into the ban. It hit a low of 9 percent of the total number of guns recovered the year the ban expired, 2004.


	The next year, the rate began to climb and continued to rise in subsequent years, reaching 20 percent in 2010, according to the analysis of a little-known Virginia database of guns recovered by police. In the period The Post studied, police in Virginia recovered more than 100,000 firearms, more than 14,000 of which had high-capacity magazines.


	Researchers see impact


	To some researchers, the snapshot in Virginia suggests that the federal ban may have started to curb the widespread availability of the larger magazines.


	“I was skeptical that the ban would be effective, and I was wrong,” said Garen Wintemute, head of the Violence Prevention Research Program at the University of California at Davis School of Medicine. The database analysis offers “about as clear an example as we could ask for of evidence that the ban was working.”


	The analysis is based on an examination of the Criminal Firearms Clearinghouse, a database obtained from state police under Virginia’s public information law. The data, which were first studied by The Post in 2011, offer a rare glimpse into the size of the magazines of guns seized during criminal investigations. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, which traces guns and regulates the industry, tracks details about the guns seized after crimes but not the magazine size.


	The initial Post analysis was prompted by a mass shooting in Tucson. Jared Lee Loughner — armed with a legally purchased 9mm semiautomatic handgun and a 33-round magazine — opened fire outside a grocery store, killing six people and wounding 13, including Rep. Gabrielle Giffords (D-Ariz.).


	In the following two years, a succession of mass shootings has occurred, including several in which the gunmen reportedly had high-capacity magazines.


	At the Dec. 14 shooting in Newtown, Conn., the gunman was reported to have been armed with two handguns, an AR-15 rifle and numerous 30-round magazines. He killed himself at the scene. The guns were legally purchased by his mother.


	The federal ban that expired in 2004 prohibited the manufacture of magazines capable of holding more than 10 rounds. But the law permitted the sale of magazines manufactured before the ban. By some estimates, 25 million of the large-capacity magazines were still on the market in 1995.


	Many semiautomatic rifles and semiautomatic handguns accept magazines of various sizes. Larger magazines increase a gun’s firepower, enabling more shots before reloading.


	The Virginia database analyzed by The Post lists about three-quarters of guns recovered by police, missing the rest because some agencies failed to report their recoveries to the state. The database contains details about more than 100,000 guns recovered by 200 police departments in a wide range of investigations from 1993 through August 2010, when The Post last obtained it.


	In recent weeks, The Post conducted additional analysis into the type of guns confiscated with large-capacity magazines. The guns included Glock and TEC-9 handguns and Bushmaster rifles. Most had magazines ranging from 11 to 30 rounds.


	Of 14,478 guns equipped with large-capacity magazines that were confiscated by police, more than 87 percent — 12,664 — were classified as semiautomatic pistols. The remainder were mostly semiautomatic rifles.


	The Post also identified and excluded from the counts more than 1,000 .22-caliber rifles with large-capacity tubular magazines, which were not subject to the ban.


	In Virginia, handguns outfitted with large-capacity magazines saw the biggest fluctuation during and after the ban.


	In 1997, three years into the ban, police across the state reported seizing 944 handguns with large-capacity magazines. In 2004, the year the ban ended, they confiscated 452. In 2009, the last full year for which data were available, the number had rebounded to 986 handguns, analysis showed.


	Of these, the single biggest group were handguns equipped with 15-round magazines, accounting overall for 4,270 firearms over the 18 years.


	Effect hard to measure


	Nationwide, researchers who studied the federal ban had difficulty determining its effect, in part because weapons and magazines manufactured before the ban could still be sold and in part because most criminals do not use assault weapons.


	Christopher Koper, who studied the ban’s effect for the National Institute of Justice, the research arm of the Justice Department, noted in a 2004 report that the “success in reducing criminal use of the banned guns and magazines has been mixed.”


	He found that gun crimes involving assault weapons declined between 17 and 72 percent in the six cities covered in the study — Anchorage, Baltimore, Boston, Miami, Milwaukee and St. Louis. But he said he found no decline in crimes committed with other guns with large-capacity magazines, most likely “due to the immense stock of exempted pre-ban magazines.”


	Koper’s study tracked guns through 2003. He said that The Post’s findings, which looked at magazine capacity of guns recovered in Virginia before and after 2003, suggests that “maybe the federal ban was finally starting to make a dent in the market by the time it ended.”


	Koper, now an associate professor of criminology at George Mason University, also noted the ban on high-capacity magazines might improve public safety because larger magazines enable shooters to inflict more damage.


	The use of high-capacity magazines is a contentious point in the gun debate.


	“Anyone who’s thought seriously about armed self-defense knows why honest Americans — private citizens and police alike — choose magazines that hold more than 10 rounds. Quite simply, they improve good people’s odds in defensive situations,” Chris W. Cox, the executive director of the National Rifle Association’s legislative institute wrote in a piece posted online. He called the ban a “dismal failure.”


	The federal prohibition on high-capacity magazines and assault weapons was spurred in part by the 1989 mass killing in Stockton, Calif. Patrick Edward Purdy, a mentally unbalanced drug addict, fired 110 rounds from an AK-47 into a schoolyard, killing five children and wounding 29 others and a teacher. Purdy used a 75-round drum magazine and a 35-round banana clip, one of four he carried.


	Some states still limit magazine size. Maryland limits the size to 20 rounds; California limits it to 10. Connecticut, the location of Sandy Hook Elementary School, does not.


	After Giffords’s shooting, Rep. Carolyn McCarthy (N.Y.) and other Democrats proposed legislation to ban the sale or transfer of high-capacity magazines. McCarthy’s husband and five others were killed in 1993 on the Long Island Rail Road by a gunman armed with a semiautomatic pistol and four 15-round magazines. He fired 30 shots before being subdued as he swapped magazines.


	In the wake of the Newtown shooting, President Obama and lawmakers urged that a ban on assault weapons and high-capacity magazines be made permanent.


	The NRA and the National Shooting Sports Foundation, a gun industry group, have historically opposed any restrictions on magazine capacity. The NRA did not respond to requests for comment, and the sports foundation declined to comment.
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