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NEW YORK: US retailers Walmart and Dick’s Sporting Goods
became the latest companies to shift course on guns Wednesday,
announcing they were ending firearms sales to consumers under
21.  Responding to the outcry over a Valentine’s Day Florida
school shooting that saw a 19-year-old kill 17 people, Wednes-
day’s announcements will likely pile more pressure on US politi-
cians to take steps to enact some kind of gun control. Dick’s
Sporting Goods announced it would remove assault-style rifles
from stores and end all gun sales to consumers under 21, calling
on politicians to enact “common sense gun reform.”

“We have tremendous respect and admiration for the students
organizing and making their voices heard regarding gun violence
in schools and elsewhere in our country,” Dick’s chief executive
Edward Stack said. “We have heard you. The nation has heard
you.” Walmart, the world’s biggest retailer, later announced that
it too would raise to 21 its minimum age to buy firearms and am-
munition, the result of a policy review “in light of recent events.”
“We are also removing items from our website resembling as-
sault-style rifles, including nonlethal airsoft guns and toys,” said
Walmart, which in 2015 stopped selling assault-style rifles.

Last week other companies, including airlines, insurers and car
rental chains announced the end of promotions with the National
Rifle Association, revealing a partial shift in US gun politics amid
fervent student-led activism and intense social media campaigns.
“Are we at a tipping point on guns?” George Washington Uni-
versity political management professor Matthew Dallek asked in

a column Wednesday on Yahoo.  A Morning Consult poll found
strong support for gun control within the broader population,
with nearly two-thirds of registered voters backing tougher
measures, including strong majorities among millennials consid-
ered important by marketers.

But in the past, public support for gun control has risen right
after shootings only to retreat a few weeks later, said Frank New-
port, editor-in-chief of Gallup poll. “Before we pronounce that
there’s been a major shift in terms of American public opinion, we
need to see if it’s sustained,” Newport said. Companies are also
keenly aware that they risk alienating customers who support gun
rights, including the NRA, the powerful lobbying group which
comprises more than five million members and has battled almost
all gun regulation. The NRA called last week’s announcements “a
shameful display of political and civic cowardice.”

Trying to stay ‘neutral’ 
A separate Morning Consult/Politico poll showed unfavora-

bility rating among consumers doubled to 24 percent from 12 per-
cent after announcing it ended a discount for NRA members,
while its favorability rating was unchanged.  Stack said Wednes-
day he was prepared for a likely backlash following the Dick’s an-
nouncement. “We know this isn’t going to make everyone happy,”
he told the news and feature show ‘Good Morning America.’ But
after their ordeal “our view was if the kids can be brave enough
to organize like this we can be brave enough to take (the guns)
out of here.”

Companies that have shifted course have tried to thread the
needle by championing gun ownership rights.”Our heritage as a
company has always been in serving sportsmen and hunters, and
we will continue to do so in a responsible way,” Walmart said.
FedEx has resisted the recent trend, maintaining a discount pro-
gram for NRA members in spite of aggressive social media cam-
paigns calling for it to be ended. —AFP

PARKLAND: Survivors of the second-deadliest
US public school shooting were brought to tears
on Wednesday by empty seats and missing friends
at roll call as they returned to their Florida high
school two weeks after 17 students and educators
were massacred there. Upon emerging from a
half-day of classes intended to ease their return
after the tragedy, some of the roughly 3,000 teens
who attend Marjory Stoneman Douglas High
School in Parkland,
Florida, described their
emotional day. 

Samuel Safaite, a 15-
year-old sophomore, said
students in his Spanish
class broke down when
the teacher took atten-
dance and read out the
name of Luke Hoyer, a
15-year-old slain in the
attack. “A lot of people
started crying because we all knew he was gone,”
Safaite said. “It was difficult for a lot of people.”

Many of the students carried white flowers
when they arrived at the school in the morning
and wove through hundreds of uniformed police
officers providing security for their return.  Emo-
tional-support dogs also were on hand to provide
comfort. Nikolas Cruz, 19, who had been kicked
out of the school for disciplinary reasons, is ac-
cused of carrying out the rampage. The shooting
inflamed the nation’s long-running debate on gun

rights as defined in the Second Amendment of the
US Constitution. It also sparked a youth-led gun
control movement featuring survivors of the at-
tack, who have already lobbied lawmakers in
Florida’s capital Tallahassee and Washington, DC.

“We will push for change and our children are
going to be the change agents,” said Jeannine
Gittens, 44, who drove to the school to be there
to meet her son Jevon, a 16-year-old junior, when

he arrived on the bus. “We
see that things have to
change and we are not
going to stop until they
do.” The building where
most of the victims died
was closed, surrounded by
a chain-link fence deco-
rated with signs reading
“MSD strong” and “Pray
for Douglas.” Florida law-
makers are contemplating

tearing it down and replacing it with a memorial
to the victims.

Hard to move on
As she left the school with her mother and 18-

year-old brother, sophomore Marisa Lopez, 16,
said some friends were talking about leaving the
school. “I don’t think that some people are ready
to move on,” Lopez said, adding that some of her
friends had witnessed the shooting of Scott Beigel,
a 35-year-old social science teacher who was one

of the three adults killed in the attack. “I just don’t
know if some of them are ever going to get over
it.” Investigators say Cruz used a legally purchased
AR-15 assault-style rifle in the attack. President
Donald Trump met with a group of 17 Republican
and Democratic lawmakers with a broad range of
views on guns on Wednesday, and asked for a

broad bill to address school shootings.The Repub-
lican president, endorsed by the powerful National
Rifle Association gun lobby in his 2016 campaign,
has been wary of angering voters who oppose any
curbs on gun ownership, particularly ahead of the
November elections in which his party’s control of
Congress will be at stake. —Reuters
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NEW YORK: The city of New York has agreed to pay
$180,000 to three Muslim women forced by police to remove
their headscarves to have mug shots taken, officials said
Wednesday. Each of the women is to receive $60,000 after
the settlements were finalized in a Brooklyn federal court ear-
lier this week, their lawyer Tahanie Aboushi said. Two of the
them were arrested in 2015 and one in 2012. All three inci-
dents took place in Brooklyn, New York’s most populous
borough, she added. The women claimed their religious rights
had been violated, suing the city and the New York Police
Department, the largest city police force in the United States,
which was represented by the city’s law department.

New York police have since changed their guidelines to
give detainees wearing a religious head covering the option
of having their photograph taken in private by a police of-
ficer of the same gender. “It’s a step in the right direction
and it was a collaborative effort to address a gap in the pa-
trol guide,” Aboushi said. “The resolution of these matters
were in the best interest of all parties involved,” said Kim-
berly Joyce, a spokeswoman for the city of New York’s law
department. US media identified one of the plaintiffs as a
high school pupil at the time, detained on a harassment
complaint and said another was cuffed in a dispute over
parking.—AFP 
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PARKLAND: Students leave Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School after attending their classes
for the first time since the shooting that killed 17 people on February 14. —AFP 


