


Charter Change Committee Minutes
June 3, 2013

Committee Members Present: 	Rachel Siegel, Chair; Norman Blais; Tom Ayres
Guests Present:		Ann Braden, Marie Adams, Jean Markey Duncan from Gun Sense VT
Others: 			Eileen Blackwood (staff support); Ian Galbraith; Vince Brennan

[bookmark: _GoBack]C. Siegel called the meeting to order at 11:35 am.

1. Agenda—unanimous

2. Approval of Minutes of 4/29 and 5/20—unanimous

3. Assault weapons and gun safety controls discussion with Ann Braden and others from Gun Sense VT

C. Siegel gave an overview of gun safety measures Committee has been considering and timing of actions.
C. Ayres asked guests to give their view of tightening background checks.

Braden said it may not be realistic to get statewide support for assault weapons and high capacity clip ban. Domestic violence, suicide, and youth access are all issues we probably can get support on, and background checks affect all of these.  For example, making it a state law for convicted felons not to possess weapons would be a start. 

Braden read Gun Sense’s statement of who they are.  This is a conversation we must be having—where is the common ground based on our problems.  
We have the 12th highest suicide rate in the country.
We have only 6 gun laws in VT, and no new ones for years.  This is out of balance based on common sense.

C. Ayers asked about contact with mental health community—NAMI, etc.  Braden said they had not yet done so, but plan to do so.  C. Ayers said he has been concerned about mental health interplay with guns since before he came on the City Council, but we need to engage mental health professionals in a discussion of the underlying causes of gun violence.  The gun is just the means, and we need to get at the cause.

Braden is going to the Suicide Prevention Coalition conference on June 26.  She agrees we need to make it harder for the gun to be the lethal means, because limiting the access to guns is the relatively easy part compared with solving the underlying causes.

Adams said about 50% of suicides are done with guns.  Suicides occur about 1.5 a week in VT.  

C. Blais said that banning assault weapons and magazines are both very important to people in Burlington, even if they aren’t statewide.  People in Burlington don’t want those things here.  We need to be concerned with what people in Burlington want, not the statewide view.  Duncan agreed with Blais, reciting connections between drugs and guns she is aware of.  She has two family members addicted to cocaine, and they could easily have been drawn into gun trafficking.  She represents the Sisters of Mercy as an associate; they started COTS and have been involved in corrections and other public agencies.  They have called for a ban on assault weapons and high ammunition clips nationwide.  We’re lucky we’re not seeing the violence that’s happening across the country.  Duncan also has a son who is very interested in the mechanics of weapons.  But we need to be adults here; children are getting hurt, and we, as adults, need to protect them.  People who think guns are going to protect them; they’re not.  Duncan thinks Burlington should go ahead and do a weapons ban in Burlington if residents support it.

C. Siegel raised a question, saying that most of the violence we see is from handguns, isn’t it?  Duncan responded that if gun trafficking of assault weapons is unregulated, it supports this violence.  Adams said criminals are coming up the eastern seaboard and they’re bringing these weapons.  She has talked to many local people who support a ban on assault weapons and high capacity magazines.

C. Ayers asked how do we then deal with the thousands of weapons already out there?  Adams said we need to grandfather them and then focus on stopping people from manufacturing new ones.  Eventually we will see a decrease in their popularity.  Even the military says these weapons are designed for rapid fire killing.

C. Blais said if we’re going to grandfather those weapons, then people must register their weapons here in Burlington.

Brennan noted that he had added an amendment to the Council’s resolution to look at mental health and to open the door for a licensing and permitting process.  Burlington is different—closer proximity than some other small towns in Vt.  We must protect the common good.   I’m passionate about having a permitting system, Brennan noted.  In MA, if you have an unpermitted gun, you get 365 days in jail, no questions asked, so that the community can take care of criminals, unlawful acts right away.  Brennan reported that his adult daughter was shot by a stray bullet in another city some years ago.  Once meth arrives, there is a lot of violence associated with it, and since Burlington has just found these labs recently, we may be able to get ahead of this issue.

Galbraith said grandfathered magazines won’t disappear fast—the A- 47 magazines are hard as a hammer—they’re extremely durable goods.  They’ll keep making guns in other countries and smuggle them in.  If licensing and registration doesn’t work in Chicago, why would it work here?  Just because the police know I have a weapon, how does that stop me from doing something wrong?

Braden noted that Gov. Shumlin recently said he wants to make it harder to keep weapons out of the hands of criminals, and registration would help that.  You’d be able to tell where a weapon came from.  It can make a huge difference.  Some communities will go for a full ban, but registration in other communities seems more of a compromise.

C. Ayers said the issue in Chicago isn’t Chicago’s regulations, but that the communities around Chicago don’t have strict regulations.  In fact, it’s VT that’s the flow-through in this part of the country, and our actions are needed to strengthen surrounding communities like MA.  He noted he had not heard a compelling argument against registration.  He has heard gun rights advocates saying they have a right to their weapons to avoid tyranny.  But that doesn’t address registration.  We license dogs, boats, etc., and if you’re a law-abiding citizen using the gun within the law, what do you have to lose?

Galbraith said that NYC originally required only regulation and then banned the weapons, and the City used the registration lists to go after people.  Also, having registration lists available to the public creates other concerns.  People are more likely to break in to steal a weapon or to break into the next door home because there isn’t one.  Knowing where the weapons are leads criminals to them.  Also, registration doesn’t keep a person from mis-using the weapon.

Duncan said what we have now isn’t working, and we have to try the best we can.  There’s not one solution.  

Brennan respectfully disagreed with Galbraith and said there’d be more carnage if we didn’t have the laws we have.  We’re not going to create a database of gun owners, and constitutionally maybe we shouldn’t.  Now there’s a paper form at each gun dealer, no national database, and that’s protecting the Second Amendment rights of owners.

Galbraith described a CA robbery with fully automatic weapons, and no one died except the perpetrators.

C. Siegel asked where Gun Sense is going?  
Braden said they’re hoping to move forward and have something set by August/Sept.  Adams said they’re trying to get 5% of registered voters in each town to get measures on local ballots.  They also have a petition to Gov. Shumlin stating that we can’t wait for the federal government to act and have to do something in VT now.  The town meeting language will likely be different than that petition.  They may just have a general statement like, “I support strengthening Vermont’s gun laws.”  Woodstock and Hartland voted to ban assault weapons, and they may try that language in other towns. They aren’t sure if there will be one uniform ballot language or different language by town, but are thinking uniformity would be better.  Right now they’re trying to get a critical mass of towns across the state willing to include the measure.

C. Siegel said this committee is thinking of multiple questions on the ballot so people can choose which gun safety measures they support.  Adams noted this was similar to what Sen. Leahy did in the Senate.

Brennan asked about the gun manufacturing business, Century Arms, in Franklin County and the jobs it provides.  Adams said it’s a moral question, and do we really need that type of business?  Shouldn’t we try to develop other industries in that area?

Gun Sense is trying to partner with other groups, such as faith communities, and to educate people about what current gun laws we have.  Adams has been collecting petition signatures at Burlington Farmer’s Market and in front of Shelburne P.O., and the response has been quite positive.  She thinks that Burlington would be similar to (or greater than) the Castleton State poll which got 66%.  C. Siegel noted that was what Burlington would need, and Adams thought Burlington could do it.

C. Ayres noted that there will have to be some kind of database to do background checks.  Brennan said right now, it’s paper.  If a gun is bought and sold through a dealer, now it’s paper.  Right now if you fill out the form, the gun dealer is required to hold onto that in a paper form for 6 years.  C. Siegel clarified that C. Ayres was talking about the need for better VT reporting of criminal background material, while Brennan was discussing there being no database of gun ownership.

Duncan wondered if we’re overly concerned about a database.  Brennan said it’s the Second Amendment.  Galbraith said gun owners are concerned that a databse can be mis-used.  Brennan said we’re not going to get a database on gun ownership.  We could do a database on mental health or criminal convictions, but not gun ownership.  Records are just kept by the individual dealers.

C. Ayres asked how Gun Sense is reaching out to the law enforcement community.  Braden met with the Windham County Sheriff who is chair of the Vermont Sheriff’s Association.  He is in full support of the Second Amendment, but he thought Vermont should have a state law that violent felons can’t possess weapons.  Also, he supports mandatory education about safe storage, perhaps rather than a law requiring safe storage.  Also, loaded guns in vehicles (currently Fish & Wildlife laws prohibit traveling with loaded shotguns and rifles but not handguns) should be prohibited. 

C. Siegel noted that this committee and Gun Sense should keep in touch as we move forward.  Braden noted that she likes the idea of having multiple questions on a ballot.

Duncan said Gun Sense is incredibly well-organized, and Sisters of Mercy Associates are quite impressed with them, so that’s why they have joined this issue.

4. Other Business—

The Diversity & Equity Committee’s report will include a recommendation for a charter change to create a new commission.  C. Siegel is passionate about anti-racism work and wants the City to look at these issues carefully—both City employees looking at themselves and the City looking at itself institutionally.  The D&E Committee’s report will be presented to the Council on June 20, and it is expected that the recommended charter changes will then be referred to this committee.

5. Next meeting:  

June 17—to discuss this committee’s next steps on gun safety issues.  The committee will not meet July 1.

Adjourned 12:32 pm.






