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WASHINGTON: Shedding support and beset
by infighting, the National Rifle Association
faces a test of strength after recent twin mass
shootings, but few believe it is prepared to
loosen its grip on Congress or Donald Trump’s
administration. Following the tragedies in El
Paso, Texas and Dayton, Ohio the president
urged Democrats and Republicans to “come
together” and enact stricter background checks.

But hours later, rather than proclaim in a
White House address that he wants Congress
to tackle the gun violence epidemic by impos-
ing tougher restrictions on firearms sales,
Trump repeated what many Democrats
believe is an old trope propagated by the
NRA. “Mental illness and hatred pulls the trig-
ger, not the gun,” Trump said, in phrasing that
echoed a talking point repeatedly used by the
NRA and gun rights advocates who say that
“guns don’t kill people, people kill people.”

Democrats have long demanded action on
background checks, but Republicans - and the
NRA - have steadfastly resisted. Trump’s tele-
vised remarks made no mention of his earlier
call. “When he can’t talk about guns when he
talks about gun violence, it shows the presi-
dent remains prisoner to the gun lobby and
the NRA,” said House Speaker Nancy Pelosi.
The NRA has been among the most powerful
lobbying groups in US history, and despite a
series of high-profile crises in recent months,
still wields tremendous clout on Capitol Hill.

It spent $1.6 million in the first half of 2019
lobbying members of Congress against legis-

lation that would expand background on peo-
ple seeking to purchase guns, CNBC report-
ed, citing disclosure reports. The group also
endorsed Trump’s campaign in 2016 and spent
some $30 million in support of his election,
according to funding trackers. But it has faced
recent trials, including the ouster of its presi-
dent Oliver North over a conflict about lavish
NRA spending, and the resignation last week
of three board members.

NRA finances are in turmoil. Contributions
to the group sank more than $26 million, or 21
percent, from 2016 to 2017, NRA figures
show. It ran a deficit of $31.8 million in the
2017 reporting cycle, after racking up a $14.8
million deficit the prior year when it spent big
backing Trump, according to an audit
obtained by OpenSecrets. “If the NRA ever
had a weak point, it’s right now,” moderate
Republican congressman Pete King told The
Hill newspaper Monday. “They are weakened.
And all of us, including the president, should
take advantage of that.”

Some Republicans are inching toward advo-
cating reforms. Senator Lindsey Graham
announced Monday he is co-authoring red flag
legislation, which would allow law enforcement
agencies and relatives to temporarily take guns
from people they suspect to be dangerous to
themselves or others. But most in Trump’s camp
have remained silent on the prospect of
reforms such as expanding background checks
or banning military-style assault weapons like
those used in the weekend attacks.

Languishing in Senate
The Democratic-led House of

Representatives passed landmark legislation
early this year to close a loophole allowing
firearm transfers without a background check
at gun shows, or between individuals. The bill
lies inert in the Senate, where Republican
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, who has
an A+ rating by the NRA, refuses to hold a
vote despite most Americans supporting
expanded background checks.

Several Democratic presidential candi-
dates, including former vice president Joe
Biden and Senator Bernie Sanders, joined in
condemning McConnell’s inaction and Trump’s
apparent acquiescence. Trump “has decided
to side with the NRA, whose lobbyists and
campaign contributions control the
Republican party,” tweeted Sanders. Late
Monday, McConnell said he assigned three
Republican senators to brainstorm potential
solutions to “recent mass murders,” but his
statement was striking for its absence of any
mention of guns. After the 2018 massacre of 17
students and staff at a Parkland, Florida high
school, Trump scolded lawmakers for letting
the NRA have “great power over you people,”
adding: “They have less power over me.” But
after meeting behind closed doors with NRA
leaders, the president fell into lock step, warn-
ing that American’s constitutional rights were
“under siege” from Democrats. On Monday, the
NRA said it welcomed Trump’s call to address
the “root causes” of the latest violence.

“It has been the NRA’s long-standing posi-
tion that those who have been adjudicated as
a danger to themselves or others should not
have access to firearms,” it said. In recent
months, the NRA has laid low, shuttering live
broadcasting at its media arm NRATV. Its

past influence on lawmakers has been extraor-
dinary. From 2000 to 2012, the NRA and its
firearm industry allies combined to pour $80
million into House, Senate and presidential
races, according to a Center for Responsive
Politics analysis. — AFP 

Bruised but still prominent, NRA 
grip on Washington faces a test

‘Mental illness and hatred pulls the trigger, not the gun’

LONDON: Will he, won’t he - and can he be stopped?
Westminster is abuzz with talk of whether Britain’s new
Prime Minister Boris Johnson will use an election to force
through his Brexit plan. Many MPs are deeply opposed to
his threat to take Britain out of the European Union without
a deal on October 31. There is speculation that Johnson
could call an early election to strengthen his mandate for a
no-deal Brexit. MPs might themselves try to force an elec-
tion to oust Johnson and further delay Brexit after the House
of Commons returns from its summer break on September 3.
However, Johnson would likely control the timing of any
election - and could set the date for after Brexit.

Is a ‘no deal’ Brexit likely? 
Johnson took office on July 24 promising to change the

terms of a Brexit deal negotiated by his predecessor,
Theresa May, or walk away. The EU has so far refused to
reopen the divorce text, causing both sides to step up
preparations for a disorderly split.

Can parliament stop it? 
MPs have previously voted against a “no deal” Brexit but

this remains the default scenario if no divorce agreement is
struck with the EU. Parliament could in the first instance try
to pass laws to force the government to delay or even
reverse Brexit. If that fails, the opposition Labor party could
call a confidence vote, which could trigger an election.

What happens in a confidence vote? 
If Johnson loses a confidence vote, he would have 14

days to prove he has the support of a majority of MPs or
must call an election. However, during that time, another
member of his governing Conservatives could also try to
secure a majority, as could the main opposition Labor par-
ty. However the 14-day procedure, introduced under the
2011 Fixed Term Parliaments Act, has never been used
before and there is a debate as to how it would work.

MPs could indicate their support for someone else
through an emergency debate, a written letter or state-
ment, according to David Howarth of the University of
Cambridge. But the tribal nature of politics in Britain
would make it hard for opposition parties and rebel Tories
to agree on a single candidate. Catherine Haddon of the
Institute for Government says that even if an alternative
prime minister were found, Johnson would have to first
resign - and he could refuse. In this case, or if no alterna-
tive were chosen, he could stay on for the 14 days and call
an election at the time of his choosing.

Election before or after Brexit? 
Analysis by the House of Commons library suggests

there is time for a new government to be in place before
October 31 - but it is tight. An election campaign must last
a minimum of 25 working days, plus a day or two for
Queen Elizabeth II to formally dissolve parliament. If
forced to hold a vote, Johnson has the power to set the
date of the election, and might delay. One of his top advis-
ers, Dominic Cummings, believes this is an option if parlia-
ment plays hardball, according to a report in the Sunday
Telegraph newspaper this weekend. “They don’t realize
that if there is a no-confidence vote in September or
October, we’ll call an election for after the 31st and leave
anyway,” he is reported to have said. MPs could however
use the 14 days after a confidence vote to pass legislation
demanding an early election - or a Brexit delay.

Who might win an election?  
The 2016 EU referendum vote for Brexit has splintered

traditional party allegiances across Britain, making it hard
to predict the result of any election. Johnson’s team are
said to be working up a campaign pitching “people versus
politicians”, promising to deliver Brexit. Labor meanwhile
is struggling with divisions over Brexit and a row over
anti-Semitism in the party. However, the party did better
than expected in the 2017 election and could do again. If
the election takes place before Brexit, the eurosceptic
vote risks being split between the Conservatives and Nigel
Farage’s Brexit party. On the other side of the debate, anti-
Brexit parties are also discussing an alliance that could
take seats from Labor and the Tories. —  AFP 

Can election stop 
a no-deal Brexit?

France fines more 
than 700 in year 
of ‘cat-call’ law
LONDON: French authorities have fined more than
700 men for harassing women in public since the
introduction of a law a year ago to stop cat-calls,
lewd comments and gestures. Those breaking the law
face potential on-the-spot fines of up to 750 euros
($839) or 1,500 euros if there are aggravating cir-
cumstances such as the victim is under 15. Predatory
remarks and wolf-whistles are fairly commonplace in
France. The law, introduced as part of tougher legisla-
tion to fight sexual violence, penalizes sexist or sexual
words or behavior that are hostile, degrade, humiliate
or intimidate.

The office of gender equality minister Marlene
Schiappa, who spearheaded the legislation, said more
than 700 fines had been issued. “Street harassment:
over 700 fines,” Schiappa tweeted. “It is no longer
permissible and must no longer be tolerated to insult,
to follow, to humiliate women by harassing them in the
street, on transport or in public space!” But French
feminist Anais Bourdet said that while the law was
important on a symbolic level, it was ineffective as
men do not harass women when police are around.

Bourdet said the small number of fines was “ridicu-
lous” given the scale of the problem, adding that she
had received 15,000 testimonials from women report-
ing harassment since setting up a project to highlight
the issue in 2012. “This law is a dressing on a gaping
wound ... and we cannot be content with a symbol,”
she said. Bourdet said the key was to invest in educa-
tion and prevention as behaviors were learnt at a very
early age, often in the playground. The law came into
effect last August days after outrage erupted in
France when a man hit a woman after she confronted
him for wolf-whistling her outside a Paris cafe.

A man who slapped a woman’s bottom on a bus
near Paris and made lewd remarks became the first
person to receive a fine under the law last September.
He was jailed for the assault and fined 300 euros for
the comments. The anti-harassment law is backed by
90% of the French public, according to a survey last
year by polling company Ifop. France’s problem with
street harassment was highlighted in a 2017 Thomson
Reuters Foundation poll to find the world’s most
female friendly megacity, which ranked Paris behind
London and Tokyo.  — Reuters

FAIRFAX: Advocates of gun reform legislation hold a candle light vigil for victims of
recent mass shootings outside the headquarters of the National Rifle Association in
Fairfax, Virginia. — AFP 

Gannett to merge 
with GateHouse 
WASHINGTON: USA Today publisher Gannett agreed to
a merger Monday with rival GateHouse in a deal creating
the largest US newspaper group, aiming for bigger scale
to face the challenges of the troubled sector. GateHouse
parent New Media Investment Group will buy Gannett in
a cash-and-stock transaction valued at around $1.4 billion
that creates a media company with 263 dailies and reach-
ing 145 million customers. 

Michael Reed, New Media chairman and chief execu-
tive, said he expects the deal “will transform the landscape
in the print and digital news business” and help the firms
accelerate the transformation to digital. The combined
company will operate under the Gannett brand, with for-
mer Bloomberg and Dow Jones executive Paul Bascobert
named chief executive in the deal, expected to close
before the end of the year. 

Jeffry Louis, chairman of the Gannett board, said the
tie-up could help the publishers “leverage the combined
company’s enhanced scale and financial strength to con-
tinue to drive growth in the digital future.” Under the deal,
New Media will offer stock and cash worth $12.06 per
Gannett share and New Media shareholders will hold
approximately 50.5 percent of the combined company. 

The deal comes with the newspaper sector mired in an
extended slump as consumers and advertisers shift to digi-
tal platforms. According to a recent Pew Research Center
survey, newspaper circulation has fallen to its lowest level

since 1940, even accounting for online readership. A sepa-
rate report by the University of North Carolina last year
found some 1,800 local US newspapers, including many
weeklies, had failed since 2004, leaving many communities
as “news deserts.” 

Gannett earlier this year fended off a hostile takeover
bid from hedge fund-backed Digital First Media, and in
2016 failed to seal a deal to combine with Tribune
Publishing, another newspaper chain. GateHouse operates
in numerous small- and medium-sized markets, with news-
papers including the Austin American-Statesman in Texas,
Providence Journal in Rhode Island and the Akron Beacon
Journal in Ohio.

Will cost-savings help? 
A joint statement said the Gannett-GateHouse deal

could help realize cost savings of $275 million to $300
million annually. Yet whether the tie-up will reinvigorate
the news business in the communities they serve remains
an open question.

“There’s certainly strength in numbers and the compa-
nies have fairly similar cultures and a commitment to local
journalism,” said Ken Paulson, a former USA Today editor
who is now on the faculty at Middle Tennessee State
University. “It’s also a plus for USA Today to be able to
work with an even larger network of news organizations.
Sadly, though, this is largely a matter of buying time while
searching for that still-elusive business model that will
allow the newspaper business to stabilize.”

Jeff Jarvis, a professor at the City University of New
York journalism school, said the new company needs a
better vision more than cost savings. “Both Gannett and
GateHouse have gone through considerable cost-cutting,
and more cuts would be deleterious to quality,” Jarvis said.
“They need to see themselves not as a factory for content
but a hub for service to the community. They have the
scale to reinvent themselves. But if all they are going to do
is to make their content cheaper and cheaper it’s not going
to work.”

Dan Kennedy, a journalism professor at Northeastern
University who follows the newspaper sector, said it
remains unclear whether the merger will be positive for
local news coverage. “What’s more important with these
combinations is the amount of debt they take on to
finance the deal and that has to be paid off,” Kennedy
said. “So I don’t think it’s good news for the communities
that they serve.” — AFP 

‘Siberia is burning’: 
Russians choke on 
forest fire smog
BOGUCHANY: Svetlana Tuflyakova is in a hurry as she
pushes her small son in his pram, keen to get back inside
her house and away from the permeating smoke of
Siberian wildfires: “It feels like it fills your whole body,”
she says. Tuflyakova lives in the village of Boguchany in
Krasnoyarsk region, about 100 kilometers from raging
fires which have engulfed vast territories and filled resi-
dential areas with smog. “There is nothing to breathe,”
said 32-year-old Tuflyakova. “We can’t hide from it...
Children and adults are coughing non-stop.”

Large fires are an annual occurrence in Siberia, but this
summer smoke has enveloped some of its largest cities,
including Krasnoyarsk, and locals are angry at what they
perceive as government inaction. Though authorities have
now increased efforts to put out the blazes, the burning
area is continuing to expand. On Tuesday, Russia’s Aerial
Forest Protection Service said it is battling 161 fires on
140,000 hectares (350,000 acres) of forest. But it has giv-
en up on 295 fires over 2.4 million hectares of “distant or
hard-to-reach territories” and is simply monitoring them
from space, the service said.

Russia’s environment ministry in 2015 issued a decree
that allowed regions to ignore blazes if the “expected cost
of fighting fires surpasses the expected damages”.
Swathes of remote northern taiga, or swampy coniferous
forest, have been designated as a territory where fires can
be allowed to burn. Around Boguchany, residents have not
seen blue sky for weeks. In the evening, it turns a creamy
pink from the red sun. Locals have been staying in, or
using fog lights on the road when they venture out.

“We have closed windows and turned on air condition-
ers this year,” said Dmitry Akhmadyshin, a furniture sales-
man. “Nothing has been done” to put out the fires for most
of the summer, he said. Only in the last few days, following
a government meeting with Prime Minister Dmitry
Medvedev, has he begun noticing helicopters overhead.
Experts say once the fires reach their current magnitude,
poor visibility makes aerial work unsafe. 

In Siberia, regional fire prevention networks are under-
funded, receiving only 10 percent of needed resources,
according to Greenpeace Russia forest expert Alexei
Yaroshenko. Greenpeace estimates that wildfires have
affected more than 13 million hectares - approximately the
area of Greece - across Russia so far this year. On
Monday, Russian prosecutors specializing in environmen-
tal crimes blamed Siberian regions for failing to extinguish

fires because of “red tape”, as well as “distorting data”
about the blazes.

‘Out of control’ 
The wildfires have fuelled a perception of neglect by

the authorities, particularly after Krasnoyarsk governor
Alexander Uss declared in late July that putting out forest
fires is “pointless and possibly harmful”. Photos and videos
posted on social networks tagged “Siberia is burning”
show towns and cities enveloped in smoke, with com-
plaints of government inaction. 

A petition on Change.org demanding a state of emer-
gency for all of Siberia gathered over a million signatures.
A separate petition called for measures to help wild ani-
mals in the afflicted areas. Forestry authorities have
claimed that fires in the taiga are caused by lightning, but
Deputy Emergency Minister Igor Kobzev said Monday
that “most fires started near roads” and were caused by
humans.

Many locals say the culprits are companies cutting tim-
ber in the taiga. Retired Boguchany native Ivan Ozornik
went as far as Krasnoyarsk, hundreds of kilometers away,
to express his frustration at a rally demanding governor
Uss resign. “They are putting out the fires now, but it
should have been done long ago, when they were small
enough to be extinguished,” Ozornik said, recalling that in
the Soviet era, authorities sent out monitoring planes and
“didn’t let it become a disaster”.  “Now the process is out
of control. Our public money is being spent and there’s no
result,” he said. — AFP 

FLORIDA: A GateHouse Media owned Palm Beach Post
and the Gannett Co owned USA Today are seen for sale
at a newsstand in Palm Beach, Florida. — AFP 

KRASNOYARSK: An aerial view of the settlement of
Boguchany in Russia’s Krasnoyarsk Krai.  — AFP 


