






do it, and some correspondent thinks there's only one legis· 
Ia tor (Brown), it rubs you the wrong way. But that's life in the 
big city. 

"I hope the next year in the state Senate is really a year of 
major public policy performance. That would serve me well." 

Roberti also knows how to lead headline-grabbing 
fights. however; felling controversial appointees of Repub· 
lican Governor George Deukmejian, for example. Dcukme· 
jian was bitterly slung by the Senate rejection, orchestrated by 
Roberti, of his nomination of former Republican Congress· 
man Daniel Lungren to replace the late Democrat Jesse 
Unruh as state treasurer. 

Despite the sometimes sharply personal tone of their 
spats, the Senate leader and the !{overnur- him sell a former 
Senate GOI' leader- periodically engage in bouts of fence· 
mending. "In politics, if you hold a grudge ... it eats the person 
up," says Roberti. "He [Deukmejian] has said some pretty 
tough things about me, but I may have said some things about 
him that in a calmer moment I wouldn't have said. He's a very 
decent person; we just happen to be poles apart politically; 
therefore we have confrontations. They aren't personal. I've 
always considered him a good manager." 

For all his seeming contradictions. his shyness, his dis· 
tracted demeanor. his occasional unease, Roberti's Demo· 
cratic colleagues consider him a good manager. too. in the 
arena that counts most. 

"It was hard to get to Jimmy Mills when he was protem," 
says Ruben Ayala of Chino, one of six conservative Demo· 
crats who sometimes vote as a bloc against Roberti's liberal 
policies. "You can walk up to Roberti, although it's hard to tell 
if he's listening to you- he's got so doggone many things on 
his mind. I tell him to write it down; he does. Roberti's been 
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good to all of us. If he's good to you, that's about all you 
expect." 

Roberti has been particularly good to one consultant, a 
mystery figure who has hovered around the pro tern in recent 
years and engendered whispered complaints from those who 
perceive the consultant as an unabashed influence peddler. 
His name is David Commons. who earns $5602 a month on 
the public payroll. Rotund. bespectacled and 70ish, Com· 
IIHJIIS is a former oil industry lobbyist, former llollywood di· 
rector, long·time Roberti family friend and wealthy contribu· 
tor to political campaigns. During Senate floor sessions. he 
often is seen patrolling the sidelines, buttonholing various 
senators. 

CullllllUils' llilllle first surfaced back in 1985 when Unit· 
cd Press International reported that Roberti had given him an 
office and Senate floor priviledges even though Commons 
was a paid political consultant for American Medicallnterna· 
tiona I. He was described at the time by Capitol insiders as "a 
felony waiting to happen." 

Roberti solved the problem by putting Commons on the 
state payroll, although his duties remain vague. State Senator 
Dan Boatwright, a Concord Democrat. referred to him as a 
"quasi chief of staff" and a plus for the pro tern. 

"David Commons is the best facilitator that I've ever met 
in my life," said Boatwright. "David [Roberti] is very busy and 
often difficult to get to see on a particular issue. Commons 
can get a message back on the issue. Frankly, on some of 
these things, he's been invaluable when Roberti is tied up on 
other issues." 

"He's interesting to talk to," insists Roberti. "I really think 
it's important to have somebody of his age and viewpoint as 
an adviser."& 
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APPENDIX II 

Letters -- Pro and Con 

Attached is a package of letters -- pro 

and con -- received by the Roberti office regarding 

the Act. The idea was to provide reporters with 

the basis for feature stories; the second motive 

was to remind reporters that the issue was of 

high interest in the public. 
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Senate President Pro Tempore 

DAVID ROBERTI 
CONTACT: ROBERT FORSYTH 

205 State Capitol 
Sacramento 

RELEASE DATE: FEB 8, 1989 
No. 33 
CPC 

(916) 445-8390 

MEMO: Capitol Press Corps 

FROM: Bob Forsyth 

RE: Letters to Senator Roberti on SB 292 (Assault Weapons) 

Beginning in the second week of January, our offices in 

Sacramento and Hollywood/Burbank began tabulating unsolicited 

letters and postcards regarding Senate Bill 292, Senator 

Roberti's Assault Weapon Bill. 

Attached are: 

1. The tabulation as of February 7, 1989. The letters 

and postcards were tabulated on the basis of Senate 

Districts, according to the ZIP Codes of the senders' 

addresses. 

STATE CAPITOL. ROOM 205 SACRAMENTO. CALIFORNIA 95814 (916) 445-8390 



2. Some letters --- pro and con you might find 

interesting. I have blanked out the names and 

specific addresses of senders. If you want the names 

and addresses, contact me and I will contact the 

writers and ask their permission. 

3. An NRA letter --- "California Sportsmen Under 

Attack!" --- sent to its members on February 3. 

# # # 



LETTERS-POSTCARDS RECEIVED BY SENATOR ROBERTI ON SB 292 

FEBRUARY 7, 1989 - 746 

----------------------------------------------------------------

PRO CON 

SD 1 Doolittle 10 1 

SD 2 Keene 12 1 

SD 3 Marks 31 0 

SD 4 Nielsen 3 0 

SD 5 Garamendi 17 0 

SD 6 Greene, L. 17 2 

SD 7 Boatwright 16 4 

SD 8 Kopp 11 0 

SD 9 Petris 21 2 

SD 10 Lockyer 2 0 

SD 11 Morgan 13 1 

SD 12 McCorquodale 2 0 

SD 13 Alquist 2 0 

SD 14 Maddy 11 2 

SD 15 Vuich 1 0 

SD 16 Rogers 2 5 

SD 17 Mello 2 0 

SD 18 Hart 9 2 

SD 19 Davis 51 3 

SD 20 Robbins 40 1 

SD 21 Russell 25 2 



SD 22 Rosenthal 62 1 

SD 23 Roberti 33 1 

SD 24 Torres 12 0 

SD 25 Leonard 26 2 

SD 26 Montoya 7 0 

SD 27 Greene, B. 7 1 

SD 28 Watson 24 0 

SD 29 Beverly 39 0 

SD 30 Dills 8 0 

SD 31 Campbell 36 2 

SD 32 Royce 17 0 

SD 33 Green, c. 28 0 

SD 34 Ayala 12 2 

SD 35 Seymour 11 0 

SD 36 Pres lev 44 1 

SD 37 Bergeson 36 1 

SD 38 Craven 5 0 

SD 39 Stirling 0 0 

SD 40 Deddeh 4 0 

TOTALS 709 37 

95% 5\ 



January 25,1989 

To: Senator David Roberti IViAft. to~ 
Dear Sira 

I see that you are about to get your way. Well, we will try to finht 
you as usual. I see that you have gotten to Governor Dukmejian. I'll0 

b7t your ~enc~man Sherman Block.used his friendship with the Governor 
l~ke he d~d w~th the_ toy gun th~ng. Well, I would like to temind you 
that professional paranoids like Sherman Block hate civilians. That in-
cludes you •. You should think about that. · 

Your elite ~ave t old so many lies about what you 'claim you want that 
you have lost s~ght of the ordinary per son •. You havee associated with the 
elite so long that you have·_ forgotten the fact that there are ordinary 
persons.. You never deal w ith such things as the deleterious effect of the 
Warren vs •. the District of Columbia •. The police do not have to come or work 
unless they want to. 

You seem to like that 1111 
I hope that you are proud of your efforts to steal my property under 

the color of the law •. 
Aa 4545 has verbiage concerning permits for the people who already 

own so-called"AK-47' s" •. By the way; the weapons portrayed as AK-4?'s are 
Chinese made AKM's. Of course, you already know that. It is alright for 
a full fledged member of the media elite to lie •. It is no great wonder 
that our children get off into crime. Our elite co~~it as much crime as 
they want and get away with it. You seem to like that!! 

I guess I might like to get away w ith a lot if I d id not have to 
pay the price for it. Someday that pool of hypocrasy you live in will 
drown you. You seem to like that. 

You,the elite, can ge tall the police se rvice they want. We the 
ordinary persons cannot get them to come unless they want to. When they 
get there(when they do decide to come) they let you know that they do not 
want to do the work unless they hav e to. You should try 911. They giv e 
you the runaround unless it is murder~ 

You do not hav e to worry about the lies you tell. The TV media elite 
will spill their guts to back you up. 

You seem to like thatl! 
~aybe you will win, Maybe you will not. According to the TV elite 

thousands are buying AkM's. Your publicity is backfiring on you, 
I hope that you like tha tl 

Oildals, Calif., 93)08 
• 



January 28, 1989 

Senator D. Roberti 
State Capitol 

Arcadia, r-a. 91006 

Lo~ 

The recent shooting in Stockton was a regretable, abhor­
ent act. All of us grieve for those children and their 
families. We all want a solution to this type of crime. 

But passing more laws against the !.2.·w abiding gun owners 
won't solve the problem. Five counts of murder and twen­
ty nine counts of attempted murder is already a~ainst the 
lawl In the Stockton case, the gun used, was purchased 
out of state. No law in California would have effected 
this tragedy. 

Our forefathers gave us the constitutional right to keep 
and bear arms not to protect ourselves from street crimin­
als, but to defend ourselves ~r,ainst tyranny! Every tyrann­
ical government, whether right or left wing, has begun by 
disarming the public. ~e must never allow this to happen 
in our country! 

We, the gun owners of the United States, are sixty five 
million strong. That is almost half of the adult popul­
ation of the country. We are NOT a small gun crazed group, 
as some of the liberal press would imply. We have a con­
stitiutional right to our weapons and we demand that it be 
defended and maintained under the lawl 

More people are killed in the U.S. in a week by drunk driv­
ers, than are killed in a year with guns. Do we hear a cry 
to ban the automobile? Of course not! But remember, driv­
ing is only a privilege - gun ownership is a rightl 

Only the extremely naive really beleive that banning semi­
automatic weapons would keep them from criminals. It 
would only result in the criminal and the police being 
effectively armed. That would be a bi~ mistakel 

Radical, knee-jerk reactions to trapedy is no reason to 
dilute tne constitution. Look at the record; we have a 
waiting period for handguns, we outlawed "Saturday night" 
specials and New York city banned handguns altogether. 
Are gun crimes down? Nol 

We need to control criminals! Not our gunsl 

Sincerely! 

Arcadia 



copies to: Senator 
AsselT.blym.an 

Senator David Roberti 
State Capitol 
Sacranento, California 95811 

Dear Sir: 

\\ 

Otanot,-Calif. 92667 

January 231 1989 

MAtL LOG. 

It lc::>ks as tho·<1gh the wild-eyed gun grabbers, more than aruci.ous to find 
an excuse to press for more gun legislation, now feel they have the "8JTI1Tiunition" 
they need to violate the Second Amendment to the U.~. Constitution in the name 
of "anti-crime" and "protecti:m" of the people. I don 1 t think those come any­
where near representing your real motives, ~~. Robertie 

You were heard to say last night during an interview regarding the AK-!1? 
assault rifle, "V.'hat do they m~ed therr. for?" Let me advise you, Mr. Roberti, 
it isn't just the AK-L7 you're interested in banning from ownership. To you 
that is just the foot in the door. You would ban all weapons with sirr~lar ac­
tion, whether Russian or Americ~~ made, and in fact, it ie my opinion you would 
ba~ all weapons of any kind whether automatic, semi-automatic, pump action, dou-

•ble action, bolt action or single shot, ~~d the purpose for o~ing the weapons, 
whether personal protection, hunting or target shooting, would rr~ke no differ­
ence at all, would it, ¥~. Roberti? 

It doesn't seem to occur to you di.sa.rmers that the man who went o.~ a rBJTl­
page recently in Stockton would have and could ha,·e carried out his plans with 
any of various kin1s of weaponse Supposing he had used dyn~~te, or a double­
barreled shotgun, or acid, or a machete or an automobile to wreak havoc on the 
schoolyard, would you have come screaming out of your office with a new bill to 
ban whichever of those i terns rnay have been used? Then why are you so anxious 
to pick on guns, Mro Roberti? \-.'hen someone' s life is saved through the use of 
a firearu. or the presence of a firearm, do you make a public issue of it, Mro 
Roberti? Or is the negative st~~ce on gun ownership, regardless of type of ac­
tion, your chief goal in life? 

Need I remind you, sir, that the Second Amendment, which I 1rn sure you're 
tired of hearing about, doesn't specify type of action., It simply says, "The 
Right To Keep~ ~ ~ Shall Not Be Infrir.ged.," Therefore, any restrictions 
by any state or federal government and by any city or county government against 
gun o,:nership, regardless of type of weapon, is unconsti tutiona.l and a violation 
of the people's rights1 Is that clear, ~~~Roberti? And that mean~ that any 
Yu~ Roberti, or Y~. Kennedy, or Mr. Dodd or l{rs. Waters who pretends to be a 
charr.pion of the innocents while insistine the majority be punished for th~ crim 
of the few, is unfit for public office. Get off our backs, and leave the guns 
alone, ~u~ Rohertil You're a long way out of linel 

J don't own an AY.-L7~ ;. California ~i ti 
. ' - / ' .. / 



Jar.uary 19, 1989 

Honorable David Roberti 
Californ1a State Senate 
3800 Barham Blvd, # 218 
Hollywood CA 90068 

RE: Firearms Legislation Generally: 

Dear Senator Roberti: 

MAll LOG 

In the view of these undersigned voters, the preservation of 
existing individual rights as guaranteed under the US 
Constitution is the foremost issue of these times as said 
rights are under unconscionable attack by various subversive 
and anti-american organizations who have gained the favor of 
media gener-a 11 y by •.tY•SCt'•.tpl.t lc•LIS rc1ear.s. 

We are absolutely opposed to any further infringements on the 
God-Given right to Self-Defense and the Constitutionally 
guaranteed right to possess firearms for that p1.1rpose and are 
therefore opposed to ANY legislation making possession and use 
of f1rearms for law-abiding citizens more diff1cult or 
restrictive in ANY way, shape or form. 

Self-defense is the ONE right which makes all other rights 
possible as rights, not mere pr1veleges ••• 

We will actively oppose by contribution of time, money, 
advertising or other means any legislator advocating any 
further infringement of rights with respect to self-defense and 
firearms. 

We will NEVER cooperate in the administration or enforcement of 
any additional infringement or restriction on our rights on the 
ground such infringement or restriction is unrecognizable under 
God, unconstitut1onal under the Law, unethical and immoral and 
'-IY1CC•Y"ISC i C•ne>.b 1 e. 

Si Y1cere 1 y, 

Berkeley, CA 94706 

CC: A ....... L•s1• 1.-t •:>,. .. e 

S•l•c~•d L•gl•l•~~r• 

f"ll• 

/ 

{) 
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21 .January 1989 

Senator Roberti 
State Capitol 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

Dear Senator Roberti: 
• 

This is to notify you of my opposition to your proposal to 
restrict ownership and use of so-called assault rifles. I would 
like to present a few reasons for my opposition: 

Any reasonable definition of "assault rifle" would either be 
too limiting to be of any value in restricting the firearms you 
have in mind or would be so broad as to restrict many firearms 
that are not intended. 

The argument used against these firearms (and others) is that 
they have no legitimate purpose, that they are only kept to kill 
people. This is not true. People own those guns because they 
enjoy the shooting sports or feel a need for more protection than 
that provided by the police and don't want to keep a handgun. 
Perhaps they shoot competitively in the service rifle category, 
which requires a military type firearm. For whatever reason, 
they have chosen to own one, and that choice should remain 
theirs. They should not be required to justify the purchase to 
you or anyone else. There is already too much government 
intrusion into the life of the common citizen. God forbid that 
we should come to the point of having to justify our purchases to 
some bureaucrat. If we allow our rights to slip away on issues 
like this soon they will be slipping away altogether. Why should 
I be allowed to prevent you from keeping any item at all just 
because I don't happen to feel it has a "legitimate" purpose? 
The answer is that I shouldn't, and you shouldn't either. 

The restrictions which are being considered will in no way 
stop crime with these weapons, but rather will only create a 
burden for those law-abiding citizens who will comply with the 
restrictive provisions. We already have a number of gun control 
laws which remain unenforced or unenforceable. To think that we 
will be able to keep any kind of weapon from gangs, drug pushers 
and mentally incompetent persons by passing another law is 
ludicrous. We currently have much more stringent laws covering 
possession and sale of drugs and we can't keep these from the 
hands of criminals. What makes you think we will be able to 
control firearms any better? 

Sinc~rely, 

Pleasanton, CA 94566 

11"' \ I 
. I 
\J 



January 24, 1989 

~enator David Roberti: 

1 a~ taking this opportunity.to voice ~y ~upport and that of 
~Y wife's for your current piece of legi~lation that seek~ to 
li~it and/or ban the sale of auto~atic weapons such as the AK-47 
in the state of California. 

1 was an ad11inistrator at la~t year 
when a student took a cla~s and teacher ho!':tage using the sa11e 
type of weapon. 1 should have written at that time, but failed 
to do no. The recent killings at Stockton have pro~pted me to 
write now however. MAIL LOG 
1 see no need for these typeE of weapons in the hands of the 
general population at any ti~e. Their sale shculd be prohibited 
entirely. 1 also believe that all weapon~ shculc be regi~tereo 
and there should be a 15 cay waiting period for the purchase of 
any type of weapon by anyone in order to give law enforce~ent 
the opportunity to check a person's background. 

J a~ fully aware of the ccn~titutional issues that have been 
raiser} by the NR..;. and its !':upporters. These .. issue are not valid 
in my judg11ent and should be disregarded. The continuing rise 
in gang violence, the outgunning of law enforce11ent by criminals 
and the plague of the narcotics traffic ~u~t be dealt with and 
the banning of auto'!latic weapons is a step in the right direction. 

Sincerelv vours, 
.] ... /• 

Calimesa, CA 92J20 



Senator David Roberti 
Sacramento, Ca. 95814 

Dear Senator Roberti: 

CORONA DEL MAR. CALIFORNIA 92625 

January 24, 1989 

fV/,l1JL lO~ 

Mrs. and I heartily support your plan to outlaw 
the sale ot automatic weapons, such as those used in 
the massacre of the school children recently in Stockton. 

~~en I was younger I did a certain amount of hunting, 
using a shotgm1 for quail, dove and pheasant, and I 
think there is a reasonable use of sporting shotguns 
and possibly deer rifles, however, any other weapons 
such as hand guns or automatic rifles certainly 
should be outlawed. 

Not only my wife and I but all of my adult children 
support you in your efforts. ~;/ 

Vevy%uly yo~/ A J//J?YY"r..-



SJ»~orv 'J)oM;J_ ~tuJL 
. S-f cit£ ~ ~~L 
: &-M:w~)~ %814-

1 ~ ~,__: 
! ~-"': 
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National Rifel Assoc 

1600 Rhode Island Ave. 

Wash. DC 20036 

1--2~-89 

MAIL LO~ 

Cancel my membership please. I have long 
supported your goals however in the past 
few years we have parted company and 1 can 
no longer support you. 

Why should a group of "sportscen" object to 
outlawing a bullet which will go thru a 
bullet-proof vest? 

Why should "sportsmen" object to outlawing 
the private ownership of cilitary rifles, 
assult type~which are certainly not sporting 
types? 

Why do you object to 8 law requiring a two 
week wait before being able to walk out with 
8 rifle? No check for criminals/insane? 

We have parted company. 

cc:Sen. Roberti 
St Cap. 
Sacr. Ca 

Very Sincerely 

Napa,Ca., 94558 

Mailing label att'd 

' . 
' 



January 24, 1989 

Senator David Roberti 
State Senate 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

Dear Senator Roberti: 

In the evening news on KNBC TV we observed a report you are 
.introducing a bill in the Senate to outlaw assault weapons. 

·~~ou are to be commended for takng the initiative in thi~ 
. ·.:yeryimportant matter, and I encourage you to press with all 
·~our vigor to accomplish passage of the bill • . , . 
·_-rn my experience as a sportsman I have enjoyed years of big 

·game hunting. I agree, however, there is no justification 
. _for permiting use or ownership of assault weapons for either 
~·hunting or target practice. 
~ __ , 

May you have full success in ga1n1ng support in the legis­
lature to prohibit these weapons designed only to kill people. 

Sinc~ftly yours,~ 
/1// . - /./-

·--- -~----- --· 
San Pedro, CA 90732 



January 30, 1989 

State Capitol 
Sacramento, C A 95814 

Dear Senator Roberti., 

1 

It is time the National Rifle Association realize that we do not attack any 
legitimate right to own guns, nor the right of "the people" to bear arms. 
However, the value of the constitutional arguement is lost when any mental 
freak can destroy 5 small children and injJre 30 others in less than 5 minutes 
time. 

It is imperative that laws be made to get these guns out of the hands of the 
deranged and violent. I protest the right of a Patrick Purdy to own a gun, with 
the tragic results of the encounter in Stockto'l recently. Js this another case of 
the legislature abrogating their responsibility to make j.lst laws for the safety 
and protection of the people of this state? Must we always defer to the NRA? 
Do we see a need for a ballot initiative? 

Guns AND AMMUNITION sales must be banned to those with no discernable need 
for them. Checks and waiting periods MUST be enforced on all types of weapons 
and ammunition. Not long ago there a MacDonalds mas:;acre, now we have a 
mas:>acre on a schoolground. 

This current situation is disgraceful. 

Sincerely, 

Lafayette, Ca 94549 

cc: Assemblyman 



NATIONAL RIFLE ASSOCIATION 
lNST.. fOU LEGIS LA tl VF. At f [ON 
lbOU RHO~~ ISLAND AVE NW 
WASHINGTON, DC cOOJb 

NHA ' b 1 

D&AR HRA .HEt'IBea; 

CAL!FOaNIA SPORTSMEN UNDER AttACKS 

........ 
----:" 

ORGENtt ASTI-CUN~ERS, SE~. DAVID ftOB~Rli AND ASS€MRLYNAN ttiKE ROOS •. 
ARE TRYING tO RAMROD tHROUGH THE CALIFORNIA LEGISLATURE RESTRICtiONS~ 
INCLUOlNG A BAN, ON seMI-AUTO RIFL€5/SHOTGUNS/PISTOLS BY SUSPENDING 
IH£ RULES AND ~!ETING AS A COKKITTEE OF THE WHOLe ON FEBRUARY b oa 
1~. AdY ANti-;UN SCHEME COULD BECOME LAW OVER~lGHt. 

ROBERT11ROOS WANt tO C~EAT& ~N U~~LECtED, UNCONtROLLED• AND 
UNIMPEACHABLE COKKISS[ON TO BE APPOINtED BY ROBERTI A~D WI~LIE 
BROWN WitH tHE POWER TO B~N ALL SEHI·AUtO HUNTING FIREAR~S. 

ONLY YOU CAN STOP THE ROBP.RTI/ROO$ ATTACK. TELL YOUR 
REPR~S~NtATlV~S TO JU~t SAl uuon tO ANY •GUN CONTROL" SCHEMES ON 
S&tH -AUT() F Il<t;A.Rt1S • UHG E THEH TO LOOK AT REA[. CRr ME-F ICfltlNG 
SOLUtiONS. Rt:FORl't CA'S CRit1INAL JU!>TICE ::;YS!EH 5/HICH Pt.EA­
BAUGAlNEQ PAtRiCK PURDY'S VIOLENt fELOHlES DOWH TO HISDEHEANOBS, 
I•ND LEt TiiiS P5YCHOIIC-ORIFlER FRee TO COM11lt HIS HEINOUS CRitiE. 

DON't B!: FOOf..£0 BY THE "ASSAULt WEAPON" LABEL. TH:;R£ IS NO 
FUNCtfO~AL OIFFERENC~ BETWEEN SPOSTING/SEMI-AUTO FIREARMS 
CO~~ONLY US~O IN HUNTING Oft OTHtR RECREATIONAL ACTtVItitS AND 
!'tiOSt:; ~UICH ARE BEING CALLEO •ASSAULt• FIR£ARt1S. 

OON'T DELAY! CALL AND WRit~ YOUR STATE SENATOR ANO ~SSEHBLYHAN 
TOOAY. ALSO CALL AND WRITE GOVERNOR GEODGE DEUKHBJIAU, StAt& 
CAPITOL~ SACRAN~NTO* CA ,56L4, TEL. (,Lb) 4~5-2~~~. ASK YOUR 
FAHlLY AND FELLOW SPOGTS~EN tO DO rue SAM£. YOU HUST ACt tODAY 
OU Lose YOUR RIGHT tO OWN SPORTlNG/SE~I-AUtO RirLES, SHOTGUNS AND 
l: lS TOLS • 

TEO A. LAtTANZIO, DIRECTOU OF StATE AND LOCAL AFFAIKS DIVISION 

YOUn ASS€H8LYHAN IS YOUR ST~tE SENAtOR IS 



APPENDIX III 

Poll of Reporters 

Attached is a poll and subsequent magazine 

article about reporters who covered the Roberti-Roos 

Act. 



TO: 

FROM: 

Robert T. Forsyth 
P.O. Box 223 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

Reporters who covered the Roberti-Roos Assault Control 
Act of 1989. 

Bob Forsyth 

I'm preparing to write an article on news coverage of the 
Roberti-Roos Assault Weapons Control Act of 1989. 

I'm sending this form memo and the attached questionnaire so that 
you may respond anonymously. 

I don't have preconceived notions about the news coverage of the 
assault weapons bills, so I've listed questions that interest me. 

Incidentally, I'm doing this on my own time at my expense. 

I'd like responses quickly so I can build a timely article. 

Thanks. I greatly appreciate it. 



S 1J.. ht~•-Jed_; ~ q re-1'-'tTU!- d {Sb rreenf) 
{Please circle responses to Questions 1-4) 

1. I work for: 

A. Newspaper /I../ ( L.J 1/.J- ?;) 
B. Radio 3 ( JP.3) 

c. Television <B ( tP.-7·6-) 

D. News Service '/ (_ /3. 7) 

2. I am based: 

A. In Sacramento :;. 'I { fj~. 7) 

B. Outside Sacramento .!J- L/7.~) 

3. In terms of the total coverage of the assault weapons bills 
devoted by my news organization, I provided of that: 

A. Less than 50 percent "/ {/3.7) 

B. 50 percent or more cJ,S (_ cg(,. j.) 

4. In terms of experience as a reporter: 

A. 1- 5 years I ( 3 · I.J) 

B. 5-9 years ?1 (.J.7· 5") 

C. 10 years or more .;tO (6"/.CJ) 

' 
{For the following questions, please expand on you responses as 
fully as possible) 

5. Were you generally satisfied with your reporting on the 
assault weapons bills? 

'fes ~b { 'i/e!]. b) 
·-;Vo ·~ 

,.~\.: 
-~ ( 6. <J) 

<9 f~e,. I c 3.'·/) 

/IJjA 



6. How do you rate coverage of the bills by other members of the 
media? 

66>~d 
P6Jor 
t9 !Jet 
IV/A 

J3(6:Z) 
~ (6.g) 
?1 ( ;.?.S) 
I { 3. 9) 

7. Did you see any unfair coverage of the bills? If so, please 
be specific. 

'I es 3 C //).'~) 
No 1~ (6~) 

etJer '-/ [ /?.7) 

AI/A t.t c_ ~~.7 J 

8. Were you personally accused of unfair coverage? If so, 
please be specific. 

Yes q {31) 

.A)o ~o {6fJ.e;J 
of/,~,.. 

#/A 
9. Did you believe there were times you were being manipulated? 

10. 

If so, specifics? 
manipulation? 

If so, what was you attitude about the 

Ves 
;.Jo 
t>tkr 
AI/A 

Did you have 
reporting of 

'/e s 
/lltJ 

t'Jfher 
NjA 

cJ-1./ (. 1}).1) 

3 c Jb.3) 

~ ( 6·CJ) 

any problems with your editors 
the bills? If so, what kind? 

3 ( t0.3) 
:1.'·/ (7/J."J) 

I [ '$. "') 

I ( 3.'·1) 

over your 

11. Were there any angles you now wish you had pursued? 

l/e 5 /).0 ( tB.CJ) 
jlJ t:> t.j (. f?.)} 
ofhe.r 
IV/A 5" c 1'7·~) 



12. In your estimation, did any specific news organization do a 
particularly outstanding job of coverage of the bills? 

Y e s I 3 C I.Jl·/. 'i) 

/0 ('5'1·9) 

I ( 3 ·~I} 

5 (. 17·c:l) 
13. Did any specific news organization do a particularly poor 

job? 

{ ;t>.?) 

L. "//.3) 
{_ 6 .. i) 
C "II·~) 

14. Did you report any factual errors during your coverage? 

If so, what were they and what caused the errors? 
\fe5 3' ( ll>· ~) 
N?> Jl./ (._ 1../'S. ~) 
ot-her CJ (..~1) 
tvjA 3 (_ 10.3) 

15. What was most difficult for you in reporting the story? 

!)/;;e,.., a ve7i to,.,. 

16. What assisted you in reporting the story? 

(!) fe,., 6( ve,-t,"pl7 



17. In terms of stories you have covered in the last two years, 
how did this rate in importance of news value? 

11:;; I,/ 5' j:rni hcan-/ 

A ve ra.;f e.­

/... ~ w 

JV/11 

Any general comments? 

I {_?.Lf) 

(Name Optional) 
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SURPRISE! 
The press corps likes its coverage of gun control 

N 
ow that it is over, and Cal ifor­
nia is the first state essential­
ly to ban assault weapons, 
comes the question: Just 
how well did the press cover 

this visceral, high-profile legislation. 
What did they think of their own work? 

Well, they thought they did fairly 
well, according to a mail survey of the 
reporters assigned to follow what be· 
came the Roberti-Roos Assault Weap­
ons Control Act of 1989. 

Reporting on development of the 
Roberti-Roos Act could not have been 
an easy duty, even for veterans in the 
Capitol news bureaus. Aside from sort· 
ing out the rhetoric during the five­
month experience and the volatility of 
the subject matter. reporters had to nav­
igate their viewers, readers and listen· 
ers through some of the more murky 
legislative waters, including confer· 
ence committees, non-concurrences and 
trailer bills - the stuff of legislative 
esoterica that will cross anyone's eye­
balls. 

From clippings and video files, 52 
newspaper, television, radio and news 
service reporters who covered the 
assault-weapons legislation in Sacra· 
menlo were identified. A survey was 
sent to each reporter along with a 
stamped, self-addressed return enve­
lope. Anonymity was offered, but re· 
spondents were encouraged to make 
comments for the record. 

Twenty-nine of the 52 recipients 
responded (56 percent). Of those, most 
work for newspapers (48 percent) or 
television (28 percent), nearly all are 
based in Sacramento (83 percent), and 
an even higher percent (86) were the 
principal reporters on the story. They 
are an experienced crew with 69 
percent having 10 years or more in the 
business. 

Not surprisingly, nearly all of the 
respondents (90 percent) were general­
ly satisfied with their own reporting on 
the bills. One radio reporter based in 

Robert Forsyth is press secretary to 
Senate President pro Tern David Ro­
berti. He is a foremr metropolitan editor 
of the Sacramento Bee and member of 
the Bee's capitol bureau. 
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By Robert Forsyth 
Sacramento said, "There were so many 
legislative moves with the two bills in· 
volved, there was ample time, even for 
the radio medium, to cover all aspects 
of the issues, and to talk at length with 
people on both sides of the gun-control 
debate." 

One anonymous respondent put it 
this way: "Generally, yes. Except I kept 
finding that on this issue, the more I 
learned, the more that I needed to learn. 
The complexity of what appeared to be 
a simple ban of certain firearms sent 
ripples into unexpected corners and 
touched off responses that I had not an­
ticipated." 

Ruth Ashton Taylor of KCBs:rv in 
Los Angeles said she was generally 
satisfied, and added this note: "The 
unfortunate tragedies [in Stockton] that 
gave these bills such high visibility re­
sulted in more [air] time being allotted 
for assault-weapons stories. That al· 
ways makes it easier to do a good job." 

But one unsatisfied newspaper re· 
porter said, "I didn't do a sell job on the 
editor, who was bored with the subject 
after the second story." 

However, when reporters were 
asked to rate coverage of the bills by 
their colleagues, opinion of the cover­
age dropped, with only to G2 percent of 
the respondents giving their colleagues 
good marks. Fewer than half of the re· 
spondents ( 45 percent) wanted to sin­
gle out a specific news organizations 
for particularly outstanding reporting. 
Of those praised, the Los Angeles 
Times. and its Sacramento reporter, 
Carl Ingram, received the most men· 
tion. Rob Gunnison of the San Fran· 
cisco Chronicle said of Ingram: "He's a 
textbook case of how to cover a bill -
including flying to San Diego to pin 
down Deukmejian when he was waffl­
ing." 

Coverage by the San Jose Merwry 
News (and its Sacramento reporter, 
Bert Hobinson ), the Los Angeles flea rid 
I:..xaminer, the Sacramento Bee, Copley 
News Service, the Associated Press, San 
Francisco's KRON Television and Los 
Angeles' KABC-1V also was mention· 
ed. 

Conversely, few reporters wanted 
to identify anyone as doing a bad job of 

reporting, and 41 percent said no such 
animals existed (another 41 percent did 
not answer the question). 

"Television, per usual, did its cus· 
tomary crummy job explaining the is· 
sues, KCRA and Steve Swatt being the 
exceptions." said one newspaper re· 
porter. Another newspaper reporter 
said: "L.A. Times was awfully slow in 
picking up on the story, but in the end 
may have overwritten it in daily stories 
-a common failing for them." Accord· 
ing to another newspaper reporter, 
"Tiw Bee was rather uninspired in the 
early going .... " 

Not only did the press do a good 
job, G2 percent said they were fair to 
both sides as well, while only 10 
percent said had reservations about the 
fairness of press coverage. One anony· 
mous radio reporter based in Sacra­
mento provided a lengthy response: "I 
can't be specific about this, but I could 
see how a cast> could be made that the 
media was biased in favor of the bills. In 
reality, however, I believe that bias can 
be attributed to the overwhelming sup· 
port from the community, law enforce­
ment and crime victims the two bills 
got. There was more pro gun-control 
news to report than there was anti gun· 
control." 

On the matter of unfairness, Jen­
nifer Kerr of the Associated Press be­
lieves there was "a general tendency to 
overstate [and simplify] the bills as a 
ban on all possession." A Sacramento­
based television reporter said, "It seems 
many had trouble with defining 'assault 
weapon.' Also many called the weapon 
Patrick Purdy used in the Stockton 
schoolyard an 'automatic.' I was trou· 
bled that it appeared 'semi' and 'auto' 
were often thought of as the same." 

Jim Hamblin of KCBS-Radio's Sac­
ramento office, said, "Sometimes the 
emotional editorials bordered on unfair 
or went beyond. When editors embrace 
the idea of banning guns, they can also 
later approve the banning of books or 
'IV shows." 

Hamblin responded to another 
question, saying, yes, he was personally 
accused of unfair coverage. ·rc) that 
question, 31 percent of the respondents 
said they were so accused. 
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Again from Hamblin: "The Nation­
al Rifle Association believed that the 
news media did not adequately cover 
the essPntial element in tlw story. that 
there's no way to distin~uish one rifle 
from anotlwr. I did ntmwrous wports 
on that exact issue hut no officer of the 
NRA must haw b(•cn listenin~." 

Deborah Pacyna of Sacramento's 
KXTV said that although she was not 
personally accused or unfairness, "many 
gun store owners and dealers ex­
pressed hostilitv toward the media in 
general. It WiiS an 'attack the messen­
ger' attitude mostly ... " 

The Sun Jose Mercury News· 
Robinso11 said that not only was he per­
smwllv acc11sed of unfair rt>portin~. 
"Our 1wwspaper w<ts pickctccl, in part 
because of articles I wrote about the 
NRA and its contributions. WP listed 
contributions to all assemblymen, 
idPntified swin~ votes and mentioned 
the NI~A grade for each." 

Faimess may lw one thing; accura­
cy.thc essential credential of a reporter. 
can be somethin~ else. l{espondents 
were asked about that. Did they report 
any factual errors"~ Some tiR percent of 
the respondents said "no." but most 
qualifit•d that response h~i add in~. "not 
that I know of." 

But 10 percent said they did indeed 
report f<Klual t•rrors. 01w newspaper 
reportt•r said, "At the outset. A couple of 
my stories did not fully explain the fed­
eral laws relatinl.l to firearms and illegal 
use of guns and the gaps between feder­
al and Californi;1 law. Tlw cause of this 
incomplete reporting w;ts my igno­
ranc<' of federal law and BATF [Bureau 
of 1\lcoltol, 'fohan·o and Fin·arms] reg­
ulatinrls. Tlwrl' is now some dis­
Crt'Jldll('it•s ;1h<>t1t thill ..... 

'I( llll rvLnsll;dl o[ 1-:XTV Ill S;wra­
nwnto rnadl' <til intt>wslrn~ conft'ssion 
of illiltTtlrilcy "I onn• did il liw shot 
dur111g <liH' <'arlv ll!'aring and cn·dited 
l<olwrt 1 with l<oos' hill and visP versa. 
Oh w•·ll. tllt'Y ;dl look ;dik(' ... 

l\11t if llw nwdi;1 n·presc'lltillivc~s 

thought tlwv did a good job. it wasn't 
becattse till' partisans uf the world 
wen·r1·t trving. A generous response 
rate - i:\3 percent - said someone 
tried to lllilllipul;ttt· t·ovt•r;u.(e of the 
bills. "Holwrti and f<oos milked this 
baby for all tlwy could - and then 
sunw." said Ron Roach of tlw Sacra­
mento btrrl'iltl of tl1e San /)/ego Trihune. 

Many respcllrdt·nts put tlw manip­
uliltion issue i11to tlw context of expec­
tations: "No mow than usual," said the 
Chronicle's Cunnison. "People arP ul­
wuys trving to manipulate reporters," 
agrPl•d Tupp0r I lull of tlw Los An.L?elcs 
lll'ruhl Exurniner's Sacranwnto bureau. 
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Added Rollin Post of San Fran­
cisco's Kl\ON:rv. "Both sides staged 
their events, had their video tapes, and 
emotional witnesses ... " 

KCRA's Swatt said: "We are always 
!wing manipulated, throu~h the use of 
rallit•s, press conferPnces, et cetera. 
That's part of the job of advocates. If we 
don't like it, it's a simple mattl·r to ig­
nore the manipulation." 

Although the respondents were expe­
rienced reporters who knew their 

ways through the legislative labyrinth. 
many said they had some difficulties re­
porting the bills. Teresa Simons of the 
Sacramento bureau of United Press In­
ternational said that, for her, most diffi­
cult was "writing balanced stories be­
cause the 'gunners' weren't around as 
much as legislators." 

Here is a sample of other dif· 
ficulties: 

• "Tracking the ilmcndments and 
compromises." 

• "Understanding technical points." 
• "Sorting the hype from tile 

facts." 
• "Getting through to the NRA at 

key times." 
Hespondents also were asked what 

assisted tlwm in covering the bills: 
• "The fact there was so much op­

position kept the facts flying." 
• "Accessibility of Roos. Roberti 

and their people. Likewise for Mount­
joy." 

• "Committee analyses were in-

valuable. The inundation of NRA re­
leases also 'helped." 

• "Both sides were generous in 
their distribution of material." 

• "My [tape recorder] - a finE 
piece of recording equipment." 

Coverage of the Roberti-Roos Acl 
extended far beyond California. It wa~ 
news throughout the United States ant 
subject of dozens of out-of-state and in· 
state editorials and cartoons. It was, ir 
short, heavyweight news for five months 
a fact not lost on survey respondents 
since 93 percent thought the assault 
weapons bills were highly significant ir 
terms of news value. 

As satisfied as they were with thl 
coverage. nearly 69 percent also sai< 
there were story angles they wish the: 
had pursued. One reporter had wante< 
to look more closely at how the attitud· 
towards guns in general has changed i: 
the Legislature. Some respondents sai• 
they wished they had written mor 
about the internal politics of the NRA., 
radio reporter would have liked to hav 
commissioned a poll among police o 
ficers and sheriff's deputies. A new~ 
service reporter had wanted to explor 
gun culture, say a comparison betwee 
rural and urban environments. 

In his response, Larry Lynch of th 
Sacramento bureau of the Lon[.{ Beac 
Press 7i.'legmm reflt•cted and took 
long-distance view. "I think we haven< 
yet put what was and was not accorr 
plished into perspective," said Lyncl 
''That might be done a year from now. 
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