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Ken:

Over the past few years whenever the subject of gun-related street violence in Chicago came up, I usually relied on one of my strongest arguments. That the guns used in Chicago crime were streaming into the city across the Indiana border.  When people asked why there were fewer gun crimes in New York or LA, I'd point out that we have the curse of living right next to what’s essentially a lawless, failed state. It’d be like having Syria or Yemen just a few miles down the Skyway. Well the City of Chicago recently paired up with the University of Chicago to trace the origins of the guns that the police already have in their possession, and it turns the narrative around a little. Indiana’s a big player, yes, and so’s Wisconsin and Texas and Mississippi, but, y'know which state pumps the most guns into our City? Illinois. And not downstate Illinois, either. It’s the suburbs. Places like Lincolnwood, Melrose Park, Riverdale and Lyons. CPD This study, the Gun Trace Report, says thousands and thousands of guns can be followed back to a handful of stores where he guns, at last initially, were sold legally by a federally-licensed dealer, but ended up in the possession of criminals in an astoundingly short period of time. 
Jeremy Gorner is here, crime reporter from the Chicago Tribune. He joins us today back on the show again. I’m so happy to have you back again Jeremy.

Jeremy G:
Thanks Ken.

Ken:
You’ve written along with a couple of co-authors, a really detailed story about the report and related things. I know it’s been in the public domain for a couple of weeks, but I really wanted to get you in to talk about it, because I think it really has some impact if it’s to be believed. So will you tell us first of all, what was the basis of the report? What is the report based on? What are these guns?
Jeremy G:
Well, Ken, they’ve come out with a report like this before a couple of years ago, and the City of Chicago works with the University of Chicago for this data, the trace data. I mean CPD, the Chicago Police Department works with the ATF for the trace data for where these guns originate and so on and so forth typically. You know, if you look at the report, I don’t think there were really any surprises overall. I mean we knew about a lot of these guns that end up on the streets of Chicago coming from Indiana, and we knew about a lot of them coming from suburban Cook County. You know obviously, like you said, of the top ten gun shops where these crime guns as the report refers to them originate from, three of them were from gun shops in Indiana, and the rest of the seven were from suburban Cook County.

What was new, what we thought was news in this report was that there was, well for example, there was one gun shop in particular in Melrose Park that had in the last, from a four-year period 2013 through 2016 there was a 300% increase of guns that were originally purchased from that store that ended up on the street as crime guns.

Ken:
That’s amazing.

Jeremy G:
And aside from that, that shop also had of the top ten the shortest time to crime, which means from the time it was purchased at the shop it was found on the street.

Ken:
This is Suburban Sporting Goods, right?

Jeremy G:
Correct.

Ken:
So you have one of these graphics here, and I think it’s really interesting. While you’re talking we will put this up. It shows again the four years that this study is conducted, and the number of firearms traced to this one store.

Jeremy G:
Right. I do think though, you know one of the things with the story was that there were two arguments basically presented in the story for both sides. I mean everything that I just mentioned to you, like there’s a question like how do all these, why is Suburban Sporting Goods all of a sudden seeing such a huge increase in guns that are ending up on the streets? Well, I actually spoke with the owner and his son at Suburban Sporting Goods. They agreed to an interview, and the thing about Suburban Sporting Goods is that around 2012-2013, the owner, Donald Beltrame, he was running the store by himself. Their argument is that they hardly had any merchandise in the store four or five years ago, and then his son started working for them. They boosted their business. They hired more employees. So, basically what their argument is that sales have actually shot up in the last four or five years. So, they say that it should be no surprise. The unfortunate reality to them is that it should be no surprise that you’re going to see some of their guns ending up on the street, because sales have also gone up.


Another argument that they were bringing up to counter what the findings in the report was that more employees, more sales. You know the Conceal Carry Law in Illinois passed during that timeframe, went into effect I believe in 2014, so you have more people who want to come and buy guns and now they can buy them. And that’s the thing though, is there’s been a lot of resistance. Chicago had that handgun ban up until around 2010, and there’s been resistance to have a gun shop being open in Chicago, so now they have to go to the suburbs, and with the Conceal Carry Law they can go to the suburbs, buy guns at places like Suburban Sporting Goods. And also the political climate was another thing that they brought up to me. I mean when President Obama was in office there was…
Ken:
The Obama effect, yeah.

Jeremy G:
There was a lot of fear among the pro-gun rights advocates that the democrats would enact stricter legislation. So all these factors came into play according to them as to why sales went up and why more of their guns were seen on the street. Now the other thing too to notice, what’s interesting about this particular gun shop is that Melrose Park is five to ten miles from the west side of Chicago. If you look at the maps of where these guns are ending up a lot of…

Ken:
Let’s look at that map. We have it here, yeah.

Jeremy G:
A lot of the guns are ending up on the west side. I mean this is basically an overall map what you’re showing of all the gun shops in the Chicago area and northwest Indiana. So here’s Suburban Sporting Goods. Look how close it is to the west side. And unfortunately, a lot of the shootings, a lot of the gun violence is concentrated in the Harrison patrol district and the Austin patrol district on the west side.

00:07:39
Ken:
So, how does it happen, I think this is a new concept that I think is really important, this time to crime concept, so if I got this right, and I think I got this, that 95% of crime guns trace to someone other than the buyer. So, the person who goes into the gun store, which is a federally-licensed gun store, and purchases the gun, most likely buys that gun legally and walks out the door with the legal right to carry that gun. But in an incredibly short period of time, months sometimes, that gun is suddenly traced to a criminal who has used that gun for criminal purposes. What’s the connection? How does that happen?
Jeremy G:
So, the argument there that the researchers in the report were trying to make, that if you have a low time to crime rate basically, in other words, if you buy a guy, say Ken Davis buys a gun three months ago and yesterday it was found on the street, there will be some suspicion that perhaps you are a straw person. Maybe you are buying it for somebody else. Such was the case here with Suburban Sporting Goods. They had a pretty low time to crime rate, the lowest I believe in the top ten here. You know, I spoke to them.

Ken:
Low meaning short.

Jeremy G:
Yes. Low meaning short, sorry. And I spoke to them about that finding, you know, and what they basically were saying was that look, you know, once, they don’t do anything different they say than any other gun shops in the area. They sell to people who have a right to buy them. What happens outside of the store is really out of their control. So I asked them well what do you do to deter straw purchasing? And, I mean by all accounts, if you walk into the store they have this wall, it’s maybe about four or five high, and one side of the wall is the entrance. They have some miscellaneous merchandise like some gun cases, accessories, flashlights, whatever. But on the other side of the wall are display cases where they have handguns. They have some rifles on the wall, and at the end of the wall they have a swinging door that says that you are not permitted to enter this other side without a FOID card. So they have to show them the FOID card before entering, so they have that. They have the wall. They have cameras in the store. They have cameras outside of the store. And I asked…

You know, oddly enough, Donald Beltrame got about 20 years ago he actually got indicted along with several other gun dealers in the area, because they were accused of selling guns to people who shouldn’t be buying them. He got acquitted of all charges, but he told me that around the time of his indictment is when he put that wall up to try to discourage behavior like this. So, the real question is okay, it sounds like they are doing all the right things to deter this practice, but why the short time to crime? We don’t know. Some of it, I don’t have the exact numbers of how many of their guns were recovered on the street, but I don’t believe that they have the volume of sales as like some of these other places like Chuck’s, Cabelas that are on there. But, at the same time, everything I just described there’s actually a push in Springfield for, there’s a bill on the table to hold gun dealers accountable, and it’s requiring them to do everything it sounds like this store is trying to do.

Ken:
I think I just heard that that got killed in Springfield yesterday. As we are speaking now neither of us has this information, but I’m pretty sure that bill didn’t make it.

Jeremy G:
Okay. I’m speaking as of the time the story ran, so okay.

Ken:
That in itself is a whole different conversation that in order to pass a law in Springfield you have to call up the NRA and ask for permission, and I guess they didn’t get permission, so the law just didn’t happen. But that gets us to the recommendations in this report, and there are a number of them. But among them is this idea… Well, I guess it’s really this thing about security in gun stores. You have already addressed that, but is there a way that a gun store can have a better sense of who these people are who are buying, or they just really have to look and see that you’ve got the FOID card and that’s it?

Jeremy G:
Well, yeah. The FOID card, part of the plan with this bill was that it would require employees and their employers to go through background checks. Which is what I asked the folks at this store in Melrose Park and they said they do that for their employees. And they also have to, the other provision was having surveillance cameras apparently positioned in the store where they can record every single sale. That’s another way to try to deter a straw purchases. But again, you know, relying on people who work in this business, the father and son at the Melrose Park store said that once they buy a gun there there’s nothing they can do.
Ken:
That’s something that your story really brings out is this idea, that between 2013 and 2016 1,200 guns were reported stolen in Illinois. Now I suspect that that’s a tiny tiny fragment of the number of them that are. Well, ‘stolen’ is the key word here. 

Jeremy G:
Yes.

Ken:
There’s even issues with gun stores being raided, right?

Jeremy G:
Right.

Ken:
They just lose inventory, which brings us to this whole thing about auditing the dealerships and what inventory they have. But there’s laws that stand in the way of allowing that.

Jeremy G:
Well, a lot of this is really new as far as making it illegal to not report your gun stolen. I mean I can remember covering a story in 2011 of there were several gun shops in the Chicago area that were robbed overnight back then. Dozens of those guns were found in Englewood, so a lot of that unfortunately happens from time to time. I know that after the Conceal Carry Law passed you know, there’s been this concern about stolen firearms, you know, because if you’re a new gunowner and you leave it in your car on your front seat, I mean that’s just a recipe for disaster, right. That’s definitely one of the things, the points the report made, is that if you have a gun that’s stolen and you don’t report it, it’s a class A misdemeanor, which is nothing. I mean I’ve heard from, I don’t know a chapter and verse in the report, but I’ve spoken with a couple of law enforcement types that say perhaps that’s an enhancement that needs to be made to the law. 

00:15:27
Ken:
But this is the part that’s just so crazy, because you can go and buy a gun and then a month later all you have to do is just say, “Oh, it got stolen from house or my car,” or something, and then you are free and clear. So whatever happens to that gun, even if you know what happened to that gun you’re fine. Nothing is going to happen to you.

Jeremy G:
Right.

Ken:
But you are the one who introduced this gun into the ecosystem.

Jeremy G:
Right. Right.

Ken:
I don’t know, it’s really hard to understand. 

00:15:56

Ken:
I don’t know, it’s really hard to understand. We are talking now only about legal stuff. We’re talking about the stores where legal transactions take place, and it’s a crazy world even there. But I mean I think we all know, and we know because you guys have reported on it, that there are these gun shows and not even gun shows, but just guys with trunk loads of guns just driving into Chicago that God knows where they got them, and they can distribute them for 50-bucks apiece.

Jeremy G:
And I think that’s kind of what makes this issue so complicated, is that if you look at states like California and New York, I mean LA’s murder rate, New York City’s murder rate pales in comparison to Chicago. And I mean they have laws on the books that should make it difficult for people who shouldn’t be owning guns to get them. I mean Illinois, you know, Illinois does too. They try.

Ken:
We’re not Mississippi.

Jeremy G:
Right, exactly.

Ken:
We have, where anything goes or Texas or something like that.

Jeremy G:
Right. 

Ken:
But still, these laws are just they are swiss cheese laws. I mean you can get away with almost anything.

Jeremy G:
Yeah. After the handgun ban got abolished here there’s been some concern from Chicagoans about that, and the Conceal Carry Law. But you know, the other thing too, and again, if you talk to crime experts there’s some who contend that what I’m about to say may not make a difference, but like sentencing for carrying an illegal gun. I mean the big thing that Eddie Johnson, the Chicago Police Superintendent has been pushing and is going to go into effect, it’s a law that’s going to go into effect next year is the law pertaining to repeat gun offenders, where with this rise in shootings and murders they are trying to think of anything they can to enhance sentencing laws. I mean you’ve read these stories. We’ve covered story after story where if you’re arrested for an illegal gun in Cook County, I mean you could get sentenced to boot camp. I mean this is as recent as a couple of years ago.


I guess what they’re trying to do with this new law is instead of it being if you are arrested a second time with a gun instead of a sentence of three to 14 years in prison, they want to make it seven to 14 years in prison. But if a judge feels that they want to be a little lenient on a case by case basis they have to explain why. Again, it’s almost like it sounds like a mandatory minimum sentence to a lot of people who are very skeptical of whether that will even work. 

Ken:
Right.

Jeremy G:
And this is not even a law that was an easy sell for the black legislators, because their concern is that…

Ken:
It would be logical for them to be concerned. I mean the disproportionate number of African Americans in prison already, and this would just, there’s all kinds of arguments for why this is a racially biased thing, and we’ve talked about that ad nauseum on this show.

Jeremy G:
Sure.

Ken:
To me, the thing that is really concerning is that we just seem to have these wide-open doors right at the very beginning of the process. I mean it’s like yeah, it’s one thing to go after the kid who has got the illegal weapon, and yes, it’s true that maybe in many cases they are able to get away with almost no penalty for having that illegal weapon, but to me, when you look down the line there are huge problems at the very beginning of the line. If gun stores are seeing this, and going back again to this time to crime thing, if they are seeing that 95% of the crime guns in this report that they actually found that were used in a crime were traced to someone other than the original buyer, then the original buyers there are lots and lots and lots and lots of them out there who are not buying these guns for personal protection and keeping them locked in their houses. They are putting them on the market.

00:20:24
Jeremy G:
Well, just the whole process of how law enforcement traces these guns, I mean the way it’s been explained to me over years, it sounds like a very difficult task you know. In many cases a lot of these guns it’s very difficult to trace, because if they were manufactured prior to 1968, where that’s when the ATF started their mandatory record-keeping I believe, you know it’s hard to actually find where these guns were. Because that’s what they do, is they trace these guns to the original owner and then they go to the original owner and hope that the paperwork still exists. In other words, you have to have paperwork I believe, and I forget the law in Illinois, it’s a number of years, but then from there it’s like they’ve got to connect the dots. Okay, well who did you sell this to? Then you’ve got to go to that person.

Ken:
If you have a record of it.

Jeremy G:
And then you’ve got to hope that they have their records and then where did that person, how did it end up?

Ken:
We all have our simplistic solution. We all have our this is the silver bullet so to speak. And mine is when you own a gun, when you have legally and properly bought that gun, you are responsible for everything that happens with that gun until you have a piece of paper that says that you transferred it to this person or that person. And if somebody is killed with that gun you go on trial. To me that’s the simplest. I know there’s all kinds of reasons why that can’t work.

Jeremy G:
Right.

Ken:
But you know, we are living in crazy land here, and yet we seem incapable of doing anything about it. And then on top of everything else, we have this just completely nutty thing where the BATF, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms, is telling the City that the City violated federal law by compiling this report.

Jeremy G:
Right. You are referring to the report by Trace.org?

Ken:
Yeah.

Jeremy G:
Yeah. I mean, you know, I mean I know that the theme of that story was more political than anything, because what that story was also saying was that the ATF seemed to be a little more laid-back about this a couple of years ago, whereas now they aren’t. They’ve said that ATF should have never shared this data and local law enforcement should have never put it out there. I mean, I don’t know what you do about that. It seems like you know, it’s – yeah.

Ken:
[Laughs] There’s the law right there, just like…

Jeremy G:
I guess my point is it’s a little confusing. You either release the data or don’t release the data, you know.

Ken:
But we have federal law that prohibits the research into handguns and the damage that they do. We don’t have people here from the City to answer this question, and I must say we tried for two weeks to get someone from the City to appear on this show, and they told us yesterday I believe that they just couldn’t schedule anybody to do it. Okay, I understand that, but here’s the question I would have asked the City, and I can ask you I guess, but this study is based on 21,000 guns, about 7,000 a year for about three years, right? Basically. But these are guns that the Chicago Police have confiscated.

Jeremy G:
Yeah.

Ken:
So it’s not really, I would judge it not to be a totally valid sampling of the guns that are out there. These are guns that the people have acquired one way or another. 

Jeremy G:
Right. I mean I’m no scientist. I would think 21,000 is a lot of guns. I believe in that report, I don’t think all 21,000 were traceable. I think it was more like 15,000.

Ken:
Yeah, I think that’s right.

Jeremy G:
The number you are referring to, yeah, that’s obviously because within the last four or five years Chicago police officers have recovered about 7,000 guns a year. And as I told you before the show started, I mean I’ve seen data where they used to recover as many as 10,000 a year. Of course I think there were more police on the street, you know, and allowing them to do that, but I’ve heard that that statistic alone of the 7,000, you know, in the police department says we’ve recovered our 7,000th gun of the year, I mean it’s kind of a double-edged sword. I mean I’ve heard city officials say this. At the same time the department wants to say we’re doing a good job going out there making gun arrests, recovering all these guns. But at the same time if you compare the rate by which Chicago recovers guns compared to big cities like New York and LA, I mean those two cities dwarf Chicago. And so the other side of the sword is that it just shows you the magnitude of the gun problem.

Ken:
How many we have just rolling around out there.

Jeremy G:
In certain neighborhoods in the City, yeah.

00:25:42
Ken:
Well, we didn’t solve the problem here today, but at least there’s something out there. There’s a document out there that kind of shows a little bit of the pathway that these guns are taking, and there were some suggestions for how to fix some of it, but that goes through the state legislature and some of it is federal. At least for the immediate time I wouldn’t think that we’re going to see much progress on any of that.

Jeremy G:
Right. And I guess only time will tell how effective that’s going to be. We spoke earlier in the show, you know, there’s some researchers who think that, you know, that these mandatory sentencing guidelines may not have any impact. Obviously, they have to do something.  

Ken:
Well, okay Jeremy. Thanks for coming and helping us try to understand this incredibly intractable problem. It’s an ongoing conversation and we’ll have you back again sometime I’m sure. Okay? 

Jeremy G:
Sure.

Ken:
All right, thanks. 

00:26:46
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