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LOCAL OFFICIALS TEAM UP WITH NATIONAL LEADERSHIP TO REDUCE GUN CRIME IN OUR COMMUNITY
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United States Attorney Bill Mercer announced today that the national Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN) conference met this week in Kansas City, Missouri and included a delegation from Montana.  Joining Mercer in Kansas City were: Mike Boxler, Special Agent in Charge, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives; Kenneth Bray, Resident Agent in Charge, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, Helena; Carl Rostad, Criminal Chief Assistant U.S. Attorney, Great Falls; Paulette Stewart, Assistant U.S. Attorney, Helena; Ed Zink, Special Assistant U.S. Attorney and Deputy County Attorney, Billings; Professor Craig Wilson, Montana State University-Billings; Truxton Rolfe, Montana Public Broadcasting System, Missoula; Charlie Martin, Montana Probation and Parole, Billings; and Pete Federspiel, Tri-Agency Drug Task Force, Havre.  Attorney General John Ashcroft spoke to more than 1,150 federal, state and local prosecutors, law enforcement officials, community leaders and other members of the PSN teams from across the nation who came together to discuss efforts to reduce and prosecute gun crime.  PSN is President Bush’s comprehensive initiative to combat gun crime in America by providing locally-based programs with the tools and resources they need to succeed.


“Through Project Safe Neighborhood’s unprecedented partnership of state, local and federal leaders, we are turning the tide on gun crime,” said Attorney General John Ashcroft.  “We are taking gun-wielding criminals off our streets.  The last three years represent a record of great success, but working together, we can do even more to make our neighborhoods safe.”


 “Under our local PSN program, “Catch and No Release”, our prosecutions under the Federal firearms laws are up 233% over the level of prosecutions in 2002 which already reflected a substantial increase over previous years.  I am most impressed by our efforts against violent repeat offenders.” said U.S. Attorney Mercer.


Federal Gun Crime Prosecutions Have Increased Significantly Every Year Under Project Safe Neighborhoods.  From FY 2000 to FY 2003, federal firearm prosecutions increased by 68%.  In FY 2003, the Justice Department filed more than 10,500 federal firearms cases – the highest number ever recorded by the Department.  The number of defendants charged with federal gun crimes rose from approximately 10,600 to more than 13,000 from FY 2002 to FY 2003, a record increase of almost 23%.  These figures are the highest on record in a single year since the Department began recording this information.  In FY 2003, nearly all – 93% – of convicted defendants, who were originally charged with federal firearms offenses, were sentenced to some time in prison for convictions on firearms charges or other charges.  72% were sentenced to more than three years in prison, and over half of all defendants convicted were sentenced to more than five years in federal prison.  State and local prosecutions have also increased.


Project Safe Neighborhoods Is Working in Montana.  U.S. Attorney Mercer, working side by side with state and local law enforcement, prosecutors and other community leaders, has created a PSN strategy to fit the unique gun crime problem in Montana.


Catch and No Release is a hard-target program designed to remove chronic and dangerous offenders to increase the peace and safety of Montana’s communities.  Offenders who have had numerous chances, received lenient sentences, and continue to re-offend are the individuals that the project is designed to address.


To impress upon the local law enforcement community the commitment of the U.S. Attorney’s Office, U.S. Attorney Mercer and local officials of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, have personally conducted dozens of “shift” briefings to local police and sheriffs’ offices all across Montana.  They have also made annual presentations to the County Attorneys Association; the Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association; and the Montana Chiefs of Police.  The objective of this personal involvement is to impress upon local law enforcement that this is a substantive program to which the U.S. Attorney’s Office and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives is wholly dedicated.


To reach the more than 170 rural communities, United States Attorney Mercer produced a PSN training video which replicates the “shift” briefing. The video discusses the availability of federal firearms’ statutes.  This video stresses the United States Attorney’s commitment to this effort as well as a review of the federal law which criminalizes the possession of firearms by (a) prohibited persons and (b) anyone with illegal weapons.


PSN cases are reviewed by five federal gun prosecutors dispersed all over the state.  All cases with evidentiary merit are prosecuted federally and none are deferred to the state.
Catch & No Release has been extremely effective as the following case summaries demonstrate.

1. 

Barry Eblan is a recent participant in the project.  Eblan is 40 years old.  At the time of indictment on federal firearms charges he had more than 30 arrests on his record and 10 felony convictions.  Status: Pled guilty and awaiting sentencing in July 2004.

2. 

At the time of his indictment for being a felon in possession of a firearm Russell Allison was 21 years old.  He had two felony convictions.  Between the ages of 13 and 17, Allison had been arrested or cited 22 times.  At age 17 he was convicted as an adult for Negligent Homicide in the shooting death of a friend.  Status: sentenced to 2 years and 6 months in prison.


3.
Shane Steven White was charged and convicted after a 3-day jury trial, of possession of a sawed-off shotgun which was not registered to him in the National Firearms Registration and Transfer record.  He was sentenced to 10 years in prison on November 13, 2003.  White had racked up 21 state and local court convictions, including 4 for domestic violence, before his federal conviction under PSN.

4.
Bill Fischer pled guilty to possession of a firearm by an unlawful user and addict of a controlled substance.  He was sentenced to 10 years in prison on September 11, 2003.  Before his PSN conviction, Fischer had been convicted on 14 occasions in state and local courts.


5.
Leo Taylor was charged and convicted after a 1 ½ day jury trial where he was found guilty of two counts of being a felon-in-possession of a firearm; one count of being a felon-in-possession of an explosive device; two counts of possession of a firearm during a drug trafficking crime; two counts of possession of a silencer and destructive device and three counts of manufacturing a silencer.  He was sentenced to 12 years and 7 months for being a felon-in-possession; being felon-in-possession of an explosive device; possession of a firearm during a drug trafficking offense; and possession of a silencer and destructive device.  He was sentenced to 30 years for possession of a silencer and destructive device and manufacturing a silencer.  The sentences are to run consecutively.


Project Safe Neighborhoods Has Contributed to Decreasing the Violent Crime rate to Its Lowest Levels in 30 Years, But Reducing Gun Crime Remains an Important Goal.  The violent crime rate is now at its lowest level since 1973, when the Justice Department’s Bureau of Justice Statistics started collecting criminal victimization data.  The violent crime rate for the first two years of the Bush Administration (2001-2002) was nearly 21% lower than for 1999-2000.  The per capita number of violent crimes involving firearms has dropped 14% in 2001-2002, from 1999 - 2000.  There were approximately 64,000 fewer gun crimes and approximately 12% (almost 130,000) fewer victims of gun crime in 2001-2002, than in 1999-2000.


Project Safe Neighborhoods Takes a Multifaceted Approach to Reducing Gun Crime.  Gun crime reduction is President Bush’s top domestic criminal justice initiative, and the Bush Administration has devoted more than $1 billion to Project Safe Neighborhoods in its first four years (FY 2001 to FY 2004).  The funds have been used to hire new federal, state and local prosecutors, provide training, hire research and community outreach support and develop and promote effective prevention and deterrence efforts.  Each of the 94 federal judicial districts engages in deterrence and prevention efforts through community outreach and media campaigns and ensures that law enforcement and prosecutors have the training they need.


The Project Safe Neighborhoods conference is sponsored by the United States Department of Justice.  To find out more about PSN and its local programs, visit the PSN website at www.psn.gov. 
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