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Thank you, Gene, for giving me this opportunity to talk about the epidemic of gun violence in this country. 
When I sat down to think about what I was going to say, I found myself hard pressed to know where to begin. As you know I have been writing and speaking out against gun violence since the mother of my oldest grandchild was killed in Virginia’s first mass school shooting—the Appalachian School of Law, January 16, 2002.
I have written three books on mass shootings in Virginia—the profits from those books, after taxes and expenses, goes to charities. Those charities have been selected in cooperation with the victims and their families. 
I have two rules I follow in tackling gun violence. First, I never take any money for my writing. Second, I never contact victims or their families, they must contact me. 
America’s mass shooting problem is so severe, so politicized, where do I begin? What can I say or write that will help make a difference? 
Well, all I can do is pass along to you and your listeners and the readers of my books, my observations, thoughts, and recommendations. I would like to share five of these thoughts with you today:
	First: If you took delight or pleasure in the murder of Charlie Kirk, or 
the murder of the two democrat lawmakers in Minnesota—You are 
a major part of the problem.  Every person should have the right 
to express his or her political views and ideas free of the threat
of harm. 

Violence should not be any part of our political life. The British do something in their Parliamentary debates that reminds all members of Parliament and the British electorate that violence has no place their body politic. When challenging the opposition, members of Parliament begin with the phrase, “The loyal opposition ….”

All of us need that reminder. No matter how strong your political feelings are, just because someone disagrees with you does not mean he or she is not patriotic or a loyal American. It does not mean they are “the spawn of Satan,” as I have been called for expressing my political opinions. 

Furthermore, expressions of differing political ideas do not mean someone is lying. An opinion cannot be a lie, it can be right or wrong, but by its very definition it cannot be a lie. 

Second: America’s gun violence problem is multi-layered and multi-faceted. The guns rights/mass shooting problem is so much a part of the American psychic that it is hard to separate fact from fiction. The problem defies simplistic responses such as “The solution to a bad guy with a gun, is good a guy with a gun.” 

There is no “elevator sentence” such as the good guy versus bad guy that tackles or captures the magnitude of what we face. These shallow clichés masquerade as solutions. And yet many Americans echo them.

Rather than rely on trite phrases and sentence, how about addressing the need for mental health care—universal health care—as a major part of the answer to the problem. Lack of free, universal mental and health care is a national disgrace. And I mean state run, not private, mental health care faculties. The minute money becomes the driving force behind medical care of any kind; greed dominates and the quality of the care declines. 

Third: Gun violence needs to be tackled on many other levels. I mentioned the need for vastly improved mental health care, but equally important is the need to hold people accountable for their actions or inactions that lead to these slaughters. I have concentrated my research and writing on mass shootings in Virginia—in all instances a strong case can be made that they were preventable if people had acted on the warning signs: 

A. The Appalachian School of Law, January 16, 2002—three killed and three wounded. Several weeks before the shooting, female faculty members asked the school president for campus security. His response? “You women and your hormones, it will be all right nothing will happen.” He was never held accountable for his words or lack of action. After the law school killings, a school official told a law student working in the administration office to destroy all the killer’s student records. Let me repeat that, a Virginia law school official told a law student to destroy evidence—and you wonder why nothing is done to prevent these rampages. 

B.  Virginia Tech, April 16, 2007—32 killed and at least 17 wounded. A tenured English Professor threatened to resign because she feared for her safety and the safety of her students unless the soon-to-be mass killer was removed from her class. Multiple English professors complained about the killer’s violent writing. (One of his essays was a blueprint for the killings he carried out.)  A school psychologist diagnosed the killer as a threat to himself and others. He was hospitalized overnight and allowed back on campus the next day. No one was held accountable for these shortcomings. 

C. Virginia Beach Municipal Building 2, May 31, 2019—12 killed and at least four wounded. I served on the commission to investigate that shooting—it was a sham. In my opinion the commission was set up to fail. The chairman and vice chairman provided little leadership. The chairman refused to have the commission develop a timeline—a timeline is the first, basic step to investigating a crime. The chairman was a former Virginia State Police Officer and former Deputy Virginia Beach City Manager. The latter fact is a blatant conflict of interest. 

The deputy chairman rarely showed up for meetings and I cannot remember one significant contribution he made to our work. 

The commission chairman and vice chairman did not encourage interviewing witnesses and survivors. 

The FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit addressed the commission and said the killer was not sending signs he was violent. When I asked them how they factored in nearly 12 warning signs, the FBI analyst said, “We factored in all the evidence the city gave us.”  That is like giving the defendant in a trial the right to determine what evidence the jury sees. 

A prominent commission member became so frustrated that she resigned. Her resignation letter captured the roadblocks we encountered in our attempts to investigate. Among other things, she wrote:

	In my opinion, manipulative attempts have been made 
	to stifle information-seeking, and as I reflect on my 
time on the commission, I have concerns that the commission’s work is being obstructed from within, either deliberately, or due to negligence.

		      I would add, the City of Virginia Beach engaged in 
      obstructionism to protect the careers of some city 
      official. That obstruction included withholding documents 
      and discouraging employees from talking to commission 
      members. 

D. University of Virginia Shooting, November 13, 2022—Three killed and two injured. Virginia Attorney General Jason Miyares (the same man who, when serving in the Virginia legislature, co-sponsored the bill to set up the Virginia Beach investigative commission) hired a law firm to write a report on the UVA tragedy. 

Miyares knows the difference between a report and an investigation. An investigation relies on interviews and primary sources to delve into the causes of the crime. An investigation often leads to criminal charges. 

A report on the other hand details what happened. It does not seek causes. Nor does it hold any person or organization accountable.

Investigations aim to uncover the truth; reports are often used to hide or cover up the truth. 

Miyares paid a law firm nearly $2 million to write a report—that is tantamount to buying a coverup. 

	Fourth: I would be remiss if I did not address the availability of 
 	guns. No one can carry out an assassination or mass shooting if he 
or she does not have a gun. 

The rhetoric concerning gun safety is so heated and filled with lies and half-truths, that few laws have been passed to protect innocent citizens from being slaughtered in schools, at concerts, in shopping malls, or any place of public gathering. 

So much has been said about the need to have gun laws that do not undermine the Second Amendment that I don’t know what else I can say. 

I will simply read an anonymous quote from one of our Canadian friends:

We have mental illness, but we do not have a mass shooting    problem. 
We have the absence of God in our schools, but we do not have a mass shooting problem. 
We have divorce and broken families, but we do not have a mass shooting problem. 
We have atheism, but we do not have a mass shooting problem. 
We have drug addiction, but we do not have a mass shooting problem. 
We have strict gun control laws, and we do not have a mass shooting problem.

Sensible gun laws and the Second Amendment are not mutually exclusive. Former Supreme Court Chief Justice Warren Burger captured the problem when he said: 
“The gun lobby’s interpretation of the Second Amendment is one of the greatest pieces of fraud, I repeat the word fraud, on the American people by special interest groups that I have seen in my lifetime. The real purpose of the Second Amendment was to ensure that state armies—the militia—would be maintained for the defense of the state. The very language of the Second Amendment refutes any argument that it is intended to guarantee every citizen an unfettered right to any kind of weapon he or she desires.”
This country could begin by adopting the following laws which in no way violate the Second Amendment: 
1. Laws keeping guns out of the hands of people who are threat to themselves and others.
2. Laws providing for free mental health care that is readily available.
3. Laws keeping guns out of the hands of foreign and domestic terrorists.
4. Laws keeping guns out of the hands of convicted felons and those who have committed violent crimes, including domestic abuse.
5. Laws requiring background checks before any gun purchase.
6. Red flag laws to help identify people who may be violent.
	Fifth: Killers and assassins are mentally ill. Remember, these murders do not distinguish between Republicans, Democrats, Tea Party members, or their children—no matter their color. 
We can start by holding inept politicians (no matter what the party) accountable for their inaction on the problem. 
We can demand universal, readily accessible mental health care. Major Western countries have universal health care. For example, no one in Great Britain goes bankrupt over medical bills or does not get medical care (including mental health care) because he or she cannot afford it. The mass killers I have studied needed professional mental health care. They got none.  
We can demand laws, as I outlined earlier, that protect the Second Amendment while making our citizens safer. 
Conclusion: I have covered a lot of ground but would be remiss without addressing one last pint. Hate is now the pervasive emotion in American society—hate for other religions, hate for people because of their skin color, hate for people because of their sexual orientation, hate for other languages—and on and on the hatred goes. 
In the early 1800s, William Hazlitt (English essayist, writer, and philosopher) wrote The Pleasure of Hating. Among other things he said, “Love turns, with a little indulgence, to indifference or disgust; hate alone is immortal.”
We will not have any real progress toward stopping the slaughter until Democrats hold fellow Democrats, such as the chairman and vice chairman of the commission I worked on, accountable for their failings. Both men, I believe, have political aspirations. Their work on the commission, in my opinion, makes them unfit to hold public office. Republicans and Tea Party adherents need to do the same. They need to oust Republican politicians who campaign with automatic weapons and remove any elected Republican who helps engineer mass-shooting coverups, such as the one at UVA. 
I go back to what I said at the opening, “If you take pleasure in the murder of the two Democrat politicians in Minnesota or the killing of Republican Charlie Kirk—you are a big part of the problem. Please think, seek the truth, rely on reputable sources (not propaganda), and be guided by the principle of “love thy neighbor,” no matter his or her politics, religion, sexual orientation, or race. Then and only then can this country begin to rid itself of the scourge of mass killings. 
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