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Senate OKs gun-business protections Suit barrier NRA priority
Author: Mike Soraghan Denver Post Capitol Bureau

Article Text:

Colorado legislators are giving the gun lobby one of the things it wants most this year - legal protection for the
gun industry.

The Senate on Friday approved a bill that would block lawsuits against gun dealers, manufacturers and trade
groups. The bill has been approved by the House, but Gov. Bill Owens has not taken a position on it.

Cities around the country have been suing gunmakers, saying they bear some of the blame for gun violence.
Supporters of the bill want to stop that trend.

"I felt that we should make it clear that these suits should not be brought," said Sen. Ron Teck, R-Grand
Junction, who noted that the threat of a lawsuit pushed gunmaker Smith & Wesson into an agreement with the
Clinton administration. "Manufacturers are being blackmailed into agreements that are illegal."

Stopping the spate of lawsuits is a top national priority of the National Rifle Association, and the group's
lobbyist for Colorado watched over Friday's debate.

Opponents said the home state of the Columbine High School massacre should be passing gun control, not doing
the bidding of the NRA.

"The gun lobby still runs this show," said Senate Minority Leader Mike Feeley, D-Lakewood. "Even in this
heated atmosphere, we pass legislation to protect the gun industry."
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Gun-control legislation has fared poorly this year. Three of Gov. Bill Owens' five gun-control proposals
suggested in response to Columbine have been defeated by his fellow Republicans in the Legislature.

The lawsuit bill was supported by all Republicans except Sen. Dottie Wham of Denver. It was opposed by all
Democrats except Sens. Jim Dyer of Durango and Alice Nichol of Adams County.

The bill now appears to be on its way to Owens' desk. His position on the bill is becoming something of a
mystery. Owens vetoed a similar bill last year, but not because he opposed it. He said the timing was
inappropriate after Columbine.

Owens was supported in his 1998 election by the NRA, and before the Columbine shootings, he said he did not
like the lawsuits. But even then he never said whether he would support the bill.

Under the measure, people could only sue members of the gun industry over a defective product or the violation
of a federal or state gun law. And the bill sets an unusually high standard for lawsuits alleging that someone
broke a gun law.

That means a gun business could not be sued for selling a gun to a drunk person, or for mailing a loaded gun that
goes off and hurts someone, Wham said.

"I don't care who does it or why, we should not be protecting negligence," Wham said.

But supporters of the bill have said giving judges and juries the power to determine what constitutes negligence
by a gun business would undermine the intent of the bill.

They say lawsuits drive up the cost of guns, making it harder for people to buy them.

At least 29 cities and counties have filed lawsuits against gunmakers. The bill would prevent a Colorado city
from doing the same thing, or from getting a group of residents to sue on its behalf. The main fear is that Denver
would file such a suit, though city officials have never officially said they want to do that.

But critics like Feeley said the Legislature can't stop Denver from filing a suit, because the state constitution
gives it specific power to sue and be sued.
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