
Democrat and Chronicle - 09/27/2024 Page : NN07

September 27, 2024 6:34 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

NATION & WORLD EXTRA - USA TODAY NETWORK | FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 27, 2024 | 7NN

WASHINGTON – President Joe Bi-
den and Vice President Kamala Harris
unveiled a new executive order on
Thursday to combat increasing threats
from 3D-printed and converted fire-
arms and improve schools’ active
shooter drills.

The order, signed by Biden at a
White House event, sets up a new fed-
eral task force to assess the threat
posed by machine gun conversion de-
vices, which he said could be 3D-print-
ed for less than 40 cents in less than 30
minutes, and other 3D-printed firearms
that cannot be detected by security
scanners and have no serial numbers,
making them hard to trace.

Biden said one gun conversion de-
vice, which enables handguns or other
semi-automatic firearms to match or
exceed the rate of fire of many military
machine guns, was found on the scene
of a mass shooting on Saturday in Ala-
bama that killed four people.

“Enough,” Biden told a gathering of
more than 100 survivors of gun vio-
lence including former Rep. Gabby Gif-
fords, and relatives of those killed,
vowing to keep fighting against gun vi-
olence even after he leaves office.

“We’re experiencing an epidemic of
gun violence,” Harris said, noting that
more children were now killed by guns
than any other cause, including car ac-
cidents or cancer.

“I believe the right to be safe is a civil
right,” she said, drawing loud cheers,
underscoring the cascading trauma
caused by gun violence for those affect-
ed. “People of America have a right to
live, work, worship and learn without
fear of violence, including gun vio-
lence.”

Biden’s order also directs federal
agencies to develop and publish within
110 days information for U.S. schools,
colleges and universities on how to cre-
ate, implement, and evaluate evi-
dence-informed active shooter drills.
Most U.S. states require schools to con-
duct mass shooting drills, but some re-
search has found them ineffective and
traumatic to students.

It was Biden’s first gun-related event
with Harris since he named her to over-
see an office on gun violence preven-
tion created one year ago, a White
House official said.

Homicides have dropped 17% in the
period since then, building on the larg-
est-ever drop in homicides in 2023, the
White House said earlier this week,
while mass shootings were also down
20% to date in 2024 compared to a year
earlier.

Harris replaced Biden in July as the
Democratic presidential candidate in
the Nov. 5 election, but is closely tied
with Donald Trump, her Republican
challenger, in many of the states likely
to be crucial to the outcome of the elec-
tion, polls show.

Democrats largely favor stricter gun
laws as a way to reduce deaths from
gun violence, while Republicans gener-
ally oppose stricter laws, citing the
right to bear arms established in the
U.S. Constitution’s Second Amend-
ment.

Trump will continue to protect gun
rights, an adviser said after an assassi-
nation attempt on the former president
in July.

Public health crisis

The new order is part of a broader
push launched by Biden and Harris –
both of whom are gun owners – to re-
duce gun violence since taking office in
2021. Biden signed the first major gun
legislation in decades in July 2022,
which aimed to block gun sales to do-
mestic abusers, among others. 

The U.S. surgeon general declared
gun violence a public health crisis in
June, calling for more research fund-
ing, better mental health access and
other steps such as secure storage.

Machine gun conversion devices are
already illegal, but White House offi-
cials say law enforcement officials are
seeing them show up at crime scenes
because they are small, cheap and easy
to install.

Biden said the order would also di-
rect new resources to communities suf-
fering from gun violence.

“We have to keep going. There’s so
much more that we have to do,” said Bi-
den, who began fighting against gun vi-
olence when he was first elected to the
U.S. Senate in the 1970s.
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WASHINGTON – The U.S. Justice
Department said on Thursday it found
a series of civil rights violations by a
small-town Mississippi police depart-
ment, accusing officers of routinely us-
ing excessive force and arresting peo-
ple who owed fines for minor traffic of-
fenses. 

The department’s Civil Rights Divi-
sion reported finding that Black people
in Lexington, Mississippi, were dispro-
portionately targeted by an aggressive
police enforcement strategy and that
actions by police were driven in part by
“intentional discrimination.”

The investigation is unusual in that
it focused on a police department with
about 10 officers in a city of just 1,600
people.

“Small and mid-sized police depart-
ments must not be allowed to violate
people’s civil rights with impunity,”
Kristen Clarke, the head of the Civil
Rights Division, told reporters.

“Lexington is a small, rural commu-
nity, but its police department has had
a heavy hand in people’s lives, wreak-
ing havoc through use of excessive
force, discriminatory policing, retalia-
tion and more.”

Justice Department officials said the
police department and town of Lexing-
ton cooperated and pledged to imple-
ment reforms. A town representative
declined to comment to Reuters. 

The probe began last year after the
department’s former chief, Sam Dob-
bins, was fired when a recording sur-
faced of him using a racial slur while
bragging about shooting someone 119
times, according to the Justice Depart-
ment report. Dobbins previously de-
nied using the slur, according to local
media reports.

The Justice Department has the au-
thority to conduct what are known as
pattern-or-practice investigations to
determine if local or state police are
routinely violating people’s rights un-
der the U.S. Constitution. Investiga-
tions were curtailed under Republican
President Donald Trump’s administra-
tion, but under Democratic President

Joe Biden, the department has an-
nounced 11 such probes of law enforce-
ment agencies. 

Many of those probes are still ongo-
ing, leaving them susceptible to being
shut down or slowed if Trump wins the
Nov. 5 election. Two cities – Minneapo-
lis and Louisville, Kentucky – have said
they will submit to federal oversight
following high-profile police killings of
Black people in those cities.

The Lexington, Mississippi, report
focuses on what Clarke called a “crude
policing-for-profit scheme” in which
the police department’s budget de-
pends on revenue it raises through en-
forcement.

Police routinely arrest people for mi-
nor offenses such as loitering and traf-
fic offenses and hold people with out-
standing fines in jail until they pay, the
department said.

One man spent 12 days in jail for
stealing packets of sugar, the report
found.

The police department’s revenue
through fines and fees grew by a factor
of seven in recent years while out-
standing debt to the department rose to
$1.7 million, the Justice Department
found.

The report also found that Lexington
police retaliate against people who
criticize their actions and arrest people
for using profanity in violation of their
free speech rights.

In one instance, one officer arresting
someone for using profanity used the
same expletive during the arrest, ac-
cording to the report.
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The U.S. Justice Department has the
authority to conduct what are known
as pattern-or-practice investigations
to determine if local or state police
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portions of Tennessee. Atlanta, hun-
dreds of miles north of Florida’s Big
Bend, was under a tropical storm warn-
ing. In Pinellas County, which sits on a
peninsula surrounded by Tampa Bay
and the Gulf of Mexico, roads were al-
ready filling with water before noon. Of-
ficials warned the storm’s impact could
be as severe as last year’s Hurricane
Idalia, which flooded 1,500 homes in the
low-lying coastal county.

Videos posted on the county’s social
media site showed some swamped
beachside roads and water rising over
boat docks.

Airports in Tampa, Tallahassee and
St. Petersburg all suspended operations
on Thursday.

Gov. Ron DeSantis warned North
Florida residents to flee before time ran
out.

“You have time to get to a shelter, but
you’ve got to do it now,” he said at a news
briefing. “Every minute that goes by
brings us closer to having conditions
that are going to be simply too danger-
ous to navigate.”

Helene is expected to remain a full-
fledged hurricane as it rolls through the
Macon, Georgia, area on Friday, fore-
casters said. It could bring 12 inches of
rain or more, potentially devastating the
state’s cotton and pecan crops, which
are in the middle of harvesting season.

“The current forecast for Hurricane
Helene suggests this storm will impact
every part of our state,” Georgia Gover-
nor Brian Kemp said.

After making landfall across the Flor-
ida coast, Helene is expected move
more slowly over the Tennessee Valley
on Friday and Saturday, the NHC said.

Wall of water

Storm surge was forecast to reach 15
to 20 feet in the Big Bend area of Flori-
da’s Panhandle region where the storm
is expected to come ashore.

Numerous evacuations were ordered
along Florida’s Gulf Coast, including Sa-
rasota and Charlotte counties.

Pinellas County officials ordered
evacuations of long-term health care fa-

cilities near the coast, including nursing
homes, assisted living centers and hos-
pitals.

Not everyone heeded the evacuation
orders. In coastal Dunedin, Florida,
about 25 miles west of Tampa, state fer-
ry boat operator Ken Wood, 58, planned
to ride out the storm with his 16-year-old
cat, Andy.

“We’re under orders, but I’m going to
stay right here at the house,” Wood told
Reuters by telephone. “The storm looks
like it’ll be a bit west of us, but who
knows? I’m sure it’ll be interesting, to

say the least.”
Tallahassee officials expressed con-

cern that the storm could cause unprec-
edented damage.

Reinsurance broker Gallagher Re said
preliminary private insurance losses
could reach $3 billion to $6 billion, with
additional losses to federal insurance
programs approaching a potential $1 bil-
lion. Energy facilities along the U.S. Gulf
Coast scaled back operations and evac-
uated some production sites.

The director of the Federal Emergen-
cy Management Agency, Deanne Cris-

well, said at a White House briefing that
she would travel to Florida on Friday to
assess the damage.

Helene was expected to dump up to
15 inches of rain in some isolated spots
after making landfall in Florida, causing
considerable flash and urban flooding,
the hurricane center said.

National Hurricane Center Deputy
Director Jamie Rhome said about half of
lives lost in hurricanes typically came
from flash flooding caused by torrential
rain, often among people who drive into
flooded roads and are swept away.

Rhome added that the expected hur-
ricane-force wind impact area stretched
around 180 miles north from the Florida
panhandle to southern Georgia.

“You need to prepare for prolonged
(energy) outages. Those trees are going
to come down in strong winds, block
roads,” Rhome said.
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People wade through a flooded street in Batabano, Cuba, on Thursday after the passage of Hurricane Helene. 
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“You need to prepare for prolonged (energy) outages. Those

trees are going to come down in strong winds, block roads.”
Jamie Rhome  National Hurricane Center deputy director


