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WEBSTER: President Donald Trump prom-
ised to revive manufacturing in the United
States, but there’s one once-burgeoning
sector poised to shrink under his watch: the
gun industry. Fears of government limits on
guns - some real, some perceived - led to a
surge in demand during President Barack
Obama’s tenure and manufacturers leapt to
keep up. Over the decade ending in 2015,
the number of US companies licensed to
make firearms jumped a whopping 362 per-
cent.  But sales are down and the bubble
appears to be bursting with a staunch
advocate for gun rights in the White House
and Republicans ruling Congress. “The
trends really almost since Election Day or
election night have been that gun sales
have slacked off,” said Robert Spitzer, politi-
cal science department chairman at State
University of New York at Cortland. 

“When you take away Barack Obama
and you give the Republicans control of
both houses of Congress, which is extreme-
ly friendly to the gun lobby, then the politi-
cal pressure subsides. And that surely is at
least a key part of the explanation for the
drop-off in sales.” The pendulum swing is
not lost on employees of outfits such as
Battle Rifle Co, a small enterprise tucked
into a nondescript strip mall outside

Houston, with a storefront section featuring
cases filled with handguns and walls lined
with assault rifle-style long guns. The manu-
facturing floor and its eight employees, all
veterans of the military or law enforcement,
occupy the back.  

“President Obama was the best gun
salesman the world has ever seen,” said pro-
duction manager Karl Sorken, an Army vet-
eran and self-described liberal who voted
for Obama and notes the change for the
industry under Trump is a topic of conversa-
tion in the shop.  “You might have people
who were more inclined to buy because
they were worried they might not be able
to later. That’s going away for sure,” he said.
“But by the same token, the shooting sports
in this country are going to explode
because they’re not going to be as worried
or restricted about how they can shoot,
where they can shoot.”

‘Assault weapons’
There are nearly 10,500 gunmakers in

the country, many of them founded since
2000, said Larry Keane, senior vice president
and general counsel for the National
Shooting Sports Foundation.  Experts say
many are drawn to long guns, in part
because sales for them rose after a Clinton-

era ban on “assault weapons” expired in
2004 and politicians’ threats to restrict them
drove demand. At the same time, shooting
sports grew in popularity, and returning
veterans sought out weapons with which
they became comfortable in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

From 2004 to 2013, sales of all handguns
- pistols and revolvers - increased nearly
fivefold, according to industry figures. Sales
of rifles tripled in that timeframe.  Battle
Rifle took shape in the middle of that surge,
formed in 2010 after its founder Chris
Kurzadkowski ventured into his garage to
build his police officer son a rifle from
scratch.  Now, the retail store in the front of
his shop has a cozy seating area, a TV and
coffee with such names as AK-47 Espresso
Blend. The craftsmanship happens out
back, where the all-male crew brings a love
of long guns, the Second Amendment, pre-
cision and a bit of artistry to creating cus-
tom-made rifles.

Battle sells about seven each week.
Prices range from around $700 to as much
as $4,000, depending on accessories, speci-
fications and custom paint jobs. Some 60
percent of its weapons are sold to police
officers. Country music and conservative
talk radio waft through the cavernous shop

where guns are made and used ones
repaired. The ribbing among the tight-knit
group is constant, but when it turns serious,
the men describe their work as something
that transcends simple labor.  “Our forefa-
thers realized what tyranny does and if you

don’t have a way to protect yourself from
tyranny then you become a subject,” said
ammunition expert Jamey Spears, who
spent five years in Texas law enforcement
until he was shot during a raid on a Dallas
crack house. —AP

Once-booming gun industry now recalibrating

TEXAS: An AR-15 style rifle manufactured by Battle Rifle Co is display in
Webster, Texas. — AP 

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump has
blasted a probe into his team’s ties to Russia as an
opposition “witch hunt,” defending his former top
aide Michael Flynn’s decision to ask for immunity
in the case. Trump’s ex-national security advisor,
whose links to Russia are one focus of the sprawl-
ing investigation,  has sought protection in
exchange for his testimony to the FBI and con-
gressional committees. Flynn’s lawyer said in a
statement Thursday that his client has “a story to
tell, and he very much wants to tell it, should the
circumstances permit.” 

But two key committees in the probe, the
House and Senate Intelligence Committees, both
suggested the immunity proposal was premature.
Trump nevertheless encouraged Flynn’s move in a
tweet that appeared to lay down a challenge.
“Mike Flynn should ask for immunity in that this is
a witch hunt (excuse for big election loss), by
media & Dems, of historic proportion!” Flynn’s
offer to testify under protection from prosecution
suggests he has more to reveal about the Russia
affair.

He could be a key witness as the Federal
Bureau of Investigation and Congress seek to
determine whether Trump advisors colluded with
Russia’s interference in last year’s presidential
election. But Adam Schiff, the senior Democrat on
the House panel, said there was “still much work
and many more witnesses and documents to
obtain before any immunity request from any wit-
ness can be considered.”“We should first acknowl-
edge what a grave and momentous step it is for a
former national security advisor to the president
of the United States to ask for immunity from
prosecution,” Schiff said. NBC News also quoted
unnamed officials as saying the issue was not on
the table at the Senate committee “at the
moment.”

Close Trump advisor
A close advisor to Trump’s 2016 campaign,

Flynn was forced to step down from his White
House job in February after misleading the vice
president about conversations he had with
Russian Ambassador Sergey Kislyak after the elec-
tion. He is also in focus over receiving $33,000
from Russian television RT to attend a 2015 gala in
Moscow where he sat with Russian President
Vladimir Putin, and $530,000 from Turkey for lob-
bying services. But Flynn is not the only member
of Trump’s advisors to have had contacts with
Russia during the campaign. Investigators want to
know whether there was any collusion between
them and Moscow’s concerted effort last year to
hurt Trump’s Democratic election rival Hillary
Clinton. What Flynn could tell investigators is
unknown. US prosecutors can offer a suspect
immunity in exchange for information that can
incriminate others in a case, particularly larger fig-
ures. Asking for immunity, said criminal lawyer
Mark Bennett on Twitter, is “a reasonable stance
for someone to take even if she hasn’t done any-
thing wrong-especially where... the grand jury’s
investigation appears to have political overtones.”

Tactical move? 
Alex Whiting, a Harvard Law School professor

writing on the Just Security website, said Flynn’s
offer to testify in exchange for immunity was “not
a serious offer,” suggesting it was rather a tactical
move. A real offer to the FBI would never have
gone public in this way, he noted, given that it
would have to involve Flynn negotiating to pro-
vide very serious evidence against powerful fig-
ures, including possibly the president.  “The fact
that Flynn and his lawyer have made his offer
publicly suggests that he has nothing good to
give the prosecutors.”

Instead, he said, it was more likely an effort by
Flynn to protec t  himself  f rom Just ice
Department prosecution, by first obtaining
immunity from one of the bodies in Congress
probing the Russia affair.  Conceivably, one of
the Republican-dominated committees could do
that to protect Flynn. Critics assailed the presi-
dent over his tweet, noting that during last year’s
campaign, Trump said in a speech that “If you’re
not guilty of a crime, what do you need immuni-
ty for?” Asked by journalists Friday if Trump
though Flynn was guilty of something, White
House spokesman Sean Spicer said the president
just wants Flynn to testify. “He thinks Mike Flynn
should go testify and do what he has to do to
get the story out,” Spicer said.—AFP 
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Ex-aide seeks immunity

Mike Flynn arrives for a news conference in the East Room of the White House in Washington. —AP 

ATLANTA: Crews work on a section of an overpass that collapsed from a large fire on
Interstate 85 in Atlanta. — AP 

ATLANTA: Three people have been arrested
in connection with the raging fire that col-
lapsed a portion of Interstate 85 a few miles
north of downtown Atlanta, crippling a major
traffic artery in a city already known for
dreadful rush-hour congestion. Deputy
Insurance Commissioner Jay Florence said
Friday evening that Basil Eleby faces a charge
of criminal damage to property, and Sophia
Bruner and Barry Thomas each were charged
with criminal trespass. “We believe they were
together when the fire was set and Eleby is
the one who set the fire,” Florence told The
Atlanta Journal-Constitution.

Florence would not discuss how the fire
was started or why, saying those details
would be released as the investigation pro-
gresses. The fire broke out Thursday after-
noon in an area used to store state-owned
construction materials and equipment, send-
ing flames and smoke high into the air.
Dozens of firefighters battling the roaring
blaze beneath the roadway moved safely out
of harm’s way amid telltale signs the roadway
was breaking apart from the intense heat.
“They heard the cracking of the concrete,”
Atlanta Fire Chief Joel Baker said. 

“They could see concrete was flying all
over the place toward firefighters.” Firefighters
shut down the roadway before it fell and
retreated safely without injury.  Experts in
structural engineering said fires on highways
and bridges rarely burn long enough or hot
enough to cause a complete collapse - but it
has happened. Intense heat can compromise
even steel-reinforced concrete, said Lauren
Stewart, director of the Structural
Engineering and Materials Laboratory at
Georgia Tech in Atlanta.

“With fires, especially fires that burn for
long periods and with high heat, you can see
structures, anything from buildings to
bridges, can have their material properties
degrade,” Stewart said. It’s happened before.
In 1996, a fire in a big pile of tires beneath I-
95 in Philadelphia left a span too weak to
handle cars, forcing authorities to shut down

4 miles of the busy East Coast route for
repairs. Andy Herrmann, a retired partner
with the New York-based engineering firm
Hardesty & Hanover, said there have also
been a few instances of gasoline trucks crash-
ing and causing intense heat that damaged
overpasses.

Herrmann said concrete will undergo
severe cracking at about 1,500 degrees
Fahrenheit and start disintegrating at higher
temperatures. Building roads to withstand
such heat would be prohibitively expensive,
he said. “We have limited dollars for maintain-
ing our bridges,” Herrmann said. “This is such
a rare thing to occur.” The highway collapse in
Atlanta forced commuters Friday to find dif-
ferent routes to work or to use mass transit.
Things won’t be back to normal for months,
said Russell McMurry, commissioner of the
Georgia Department of Transportation.

McMurry told a news conference Friday
that 350 feet of highway will need to be
replaced in both directions on I-85, which car-
ries about 400,000 cars a day through Atlanta
and is one of the South’s most important
north-south routes. He said repairs will take
“at least several months.” Traffic was bumper
to bumper Friday on streets near the closed
stretch of highway. Amelia Ford picked a new
route to drive to work and said it took her 45
minutes to travel 3 miles from her Atlanta
home to the nearest open on-ramp to the
interstate.  

McMurry said his department stored coils
of plastic conduit, used in fiber optic net-
works, beneath the span but insisted they
were noncombustible. US Transportation
Secretary Elaine Chao promptly released $10
million for the initial repair work, and the
Federal Highway Administration promised
more in emergency repair funds. Officials
gave no estimate of how much the job would
cost. Built in 1953 and renovated in 1985, the
collapsed span scored a sufficiency rating of
94.6 out of 100 in its last inspection in 2015,
said Natalie Dale, a spokeswoman for the
Georgia DOT.  — AP 

Three arrested in Atlanta fire 

underneath interstate bridge

Two months on, a Trump 

supporter mired in doubt

OWEGO: He traveled from rally to rally
with his guitar in tow, crooning pro-
Donald Trump tunes and hailing the then
Republican candidate as the answer to the
US heroin epidemic that took his son’s life.
Though his songs earned him the moniker
“the Trump troubadour,” these days Kraig
Moss has stopped singing for the presi-
dent: the US leader’s push for a health bill
that would have restricted access to opioid
addiction treatment for thousands of peo-
ple left the 58-year-old mired in doubt.

When Moss strums his guitar now, it’s to
sing sorrowful ballads in memory of his
son Rob, who died of a heroin overdose in
2014 at the age of 24.  Trump “is the one
that pioneered the idea that we have a
heroin epidemic in this country,” Moss said.
“I  feel on that subject very let down-
because that’s what drove me in order to
want to do everything I did; make all of the
sacrifices I did to follow him around.”

Moss had stopped making mortgage
payments so he could trail the Trump cam-
paign; now he is about to leave his house
in the small upstate New York town of

Owego for a mobile home. But he said he
has no regrets: “I’m not ashamed of what I
did, mostly because I know I’ve gotten at
least one person, one young adult to stand
up at a party and probably say, ‘You know
what? That stuff kills-I’m out of here.” “I
know there’s young adults that have that
attitude now because of the talks that we
have had.”

Potential for change? 
Despite his disappointment in the first

two months of Trump’s tenure, Moss said
he thinks the president “still has potential.”
“He’s got to come down to real life and...
remember the little people who got him
into office,” Moss said. But the former con-
struction worker wonders what Trump-
who cast himself as a hardline dealmaker
who alone could uplift America-can really
get done from the White House.  “I’m con-
cerned that the same complications that
presented itself through health care will
present themselves with the immigration
and the same complications might arise
with his business plans.” —AFP 

NEW YORK: Rampant violence, aging jails: The
notorious Rikers Island prison complex could
fade into history after New York Mayor Bill de
Blasio, in a political about-face, backed a plan
Friday to close it. “We had to do a lot of work to
figure out a path that actually could achieve this
goal,” said Mayor Bill de Blasio as he announced
the commitment, which he was previously reluc-
tant to make. “For a long time I have said publicly
it was a noble idea but I did not see how it was
attainable under the conditions we were facing,”
he said at a news conference.

The Democratic mayor, who is running for re-
election this year, said it became clear that “we
that had to adjust the time line if we were going
to be honest about it-that a decade was the min-
imum in which it could be done.  That was the
breakthrough.” For years many New York officials
and legal experts have been calling for the clo-
sure of the huge complex, which shares its name
with the island in the East River where it is locat-
ed. The site sits between the city’s boroughs of
Queens and the Bronx. The first jail there dates
back to 1935. Rikers Island is one of the best-
known prisons in the United States, along with
Sing Sing in New York state and San Quentin in
northern California.

Tupac and Strauss-Kahn
Sid Vicious of the Sex Pistols and the rapper

Tupac Shakur have slept in its cells. So has then-
managing director of the International Monetary
Fund, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, who was briefly
detained in 2011 after a hotel maid accused him
of attempted rape. The lawyer for the high-flying
French IMF chief asked for his transfer, pointing
to the prison’s bad reputation. “For too long,
Rikers Island has stood out as a symbol of injus-

tice in our city and as a stain on our criminal jus-
tice system,” said Melissa Mark-Viverito, the
speaker of the City Council and longtime critic of
the prison, at the news conference. “Its legacy of
systemic violence and abuse has been a blemish
on New York City for decades,” she added.

The first prison on the island dates back to
1935 and the complex now sees almost daily vio-
lence. In September, six guards were sentenced
to several years imprisonment for assaulting an
inmate. And some 80 percent of the prisoners at
Rikers are stuck there without a criminal convic-
tion as they await trial. Until now, de Blasio, who
is up for re-election in November, has tried to
improve its functioning by boosting staff training
and limiting the use of solitary confinement.

Falling crime
De Blasio said that he could now envision a

long-term plan for the prison closure because
New York’s crime rate has dropped. The number of
deaths and shootings fell in 2016 to their lowest
level since the early 1990s. Detainee numbers on
Rikers have effectively dipped by 18 percent since
2013, according to recent statistics, from a daily
average of 11,696 prisoners to 9,756 in 2016, and
9,362 in March. The mayor said that the decline
would likely continue, with a target of reducing
the number of inmates to 5,000 over the next five
years. But he acknowledged that the city cannot
close Rikers without opening new, smaller prisons
in New York neighborhoods. And he said the long-
term plan would require commitment from his
successors. Though public opinion polls now indi-
cate de Blasio is well-placed to win a second four-
year term in November, the idea of putting pris-
ons in neighborhoods could raise hackles among
New Yorkers.— AFP 
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NEW YORK: People walk by a sign at the entrance to Rikers Island in New York City. New
York Mayor Bill de Blasio has said that he agrees with the fundamentals of a plan to close
the jail complex on Rikers Island within 10 years. — AFP 


