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It’s not the NRA’s money that sways Virginia politics:
It’s the members.
By  Mechelle Hankerson  - July 12, 2019

Before the short special session on gun control earlier this week, hundreds of gun
rights advocates poured into the city block around the capitol and legislative
building. 

They wore shirts and hats with the National Ri�e Association’s logo and sported
bright orange “Guns Save Lives” stickers. Some showed up with handguns in
holsters. Others carried ri�es slung over their shoulders.

They �lled House and Senate chambers, hallways and afternoon committee
meetings. 

And when Republicans abruptly voted to adjourn until November while the State
Crime Commission studies proposed gun legislation, it was the Fairfax-based NRA
that was the focus of Democrats’ ire.

“The Republicans in this state are totally controlled — I mean 100 percent —
controlled by the National Ri�e Association. Anybody who doubts that, go take a

Pro gun-control demonstrators take aim at the National Rifle Association during a rally Tuesday at the Capitol in advance of the General
Assembly's special session on guns. (Robert Zullo/ Virginia Mercury)
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Many rally attendees carried guns,
which are allowed on Capitol Square
and within the Capitol building itself
with a concealed carry permit. (Ned
Oliver/Virginia Mercury)

Two men watch demonstrations
outside the Virginia Capitol Tuesday
during a special session of the
legislature called to consider gun
control legislation. (Robert Zullo/
Virginia Mercury)

look where the money is spent and go take a look at their votes,” Senate Minority
Leader Dick Saslaw, D-Fairfax, told The Washington Post.

Sen. Mamie Locke, D-Hampton, tweeted state Republicans are “bought and sold by
the NRA” once the session adjourned.

But the NRA’s money in Virginia doesn’t go very far.
Instead, analysts and people who work in Virginia politics
say the power of the NRA comes from the sheer number
of voters who align themselves with the organization and
show up at the polls and in front of lawmakers, especially
in solid red districts where politicians’ biggest fear is a
primary challenge from the right.

“It’s their capacity to mobilize people at election time, ”
said Bob Holsworth, a longtime Virginia political analyst.

“It’s a better strategy to have the grassroots support than it is to pump dollars in.”

The NRA has donated less than a million dollars total to state lawmakers since
1996, the earliest year available through the Virginia Public Access Project.

The NRA has typically given to Republican political action and campaign
committees in recent years, according to the Virginia Public Access Project.

By contrast, heavyweight utility Dominion Energy spent
$11 million and tobacco giant Altria pumped $6 million
into Virginia politics in the same time period. Both
companies are some of the most proli�c political donors
in the state.  

“The National Ri�e Association’s strength comes from
our nearly 5 million members and their passion for our
Second Amendment freedoms,” said Catherine
Mortensen, spokesperson for the NRA. The organization
doesn’t provide state membership counts, she said.

There have been some reports that the NRA’s membership is lower than it reports,
based on tax documents or magazine subscriptions. Some estimate the
organization has in�ated its membership numbers by millions. Others estimate
membership is �attening out. 

Right now, Virginia NRA members are preparing for November’s General Assembly
elections, Mortensen said. All 140 seats in the legislature are up for re-election and
Republicans hold a small majority in both chambers.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/gun-debate-hits-full-throttle-in-richmond-as-legislature-convenes/2019/07/09/caf20590-a1d4-11e9-bd56-eac6bb02d01d_story.html?utm_term=.765e1c16f861
https://twitter.com/SenatorLocke/status/1148735062520848384
https://www.vpap.org/donors/137269-national-rifle-association/
https://www.vpap.org/donors/137269-national-rifle-association/?start_year=all&end_year=all
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2018/03/nra-membership-magazine-numbers-1/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/02/26/nobody-knows-how-many-members-the-nra-has-but-its-tax-returns-offer-some-clues/?utm_term=.1079c1b0f026
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Pam Pouchot, from Yorktown, said
she’s been working on gun reform in
Virginia for 20 years. She said she’s
found the NRA to be one of the most
powerful pro-gun organizations
working in Virginia. (Mechelle
Hankerson/ Virginia Mercury)

The NRA and two other pro-gun organizations, Gun Owners of America and the
Virginia Citizens Defense League, are membership-based and send regular email,
text and social media alerts about pending legislation or other political actions.
The alerts often call on members to vote or show up on important days, like last
week’s special session. 

“We’re very focused on grassroots and in fact, that’s kind of our bread and butter,”
said Jordan Stein, spokesperson for the Virginia-based Gun Owners of America. “I
think it’s more of a constitutional approach to let the voters hold their
elected of�cials accountable.”

Between 1997 and 2013, Gun Owners of America gave
$21,000 to Republican politicians and its own PAC.

The Virginia Citizens Defense League, another grassroots
group that opposes stricter gun laws, gave $91,000 to
various Republican campaigns between 2002 and 2018.

“We don’t have any billionaires laying around who want
to contribute,” said Philip Van Cleave, president of the
Virginia Citizens Defense League, mentioning Everytown
for Gun Safety, a gun reform group funded by former
New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg. That

organization has given $4.7 million since 2013 to various Virginia Democratic
campaigns, PACs and the state Democratic party.

“We don’t have that kind of money to �ght back but it’s not all about money, it’s
about getting the right people elected. What we have is grassroots, we have people
out there,” Van Cleave said.

Many gun owners are passionate about not changing Virginia’s gun laws and make
that the deciding factor when voting, he said. People who want to tighten gun laws
typically don’t vote like that, Van Cleave said.

‘They want the A-rating … not the money’

There can be intense political pressure that comes with voting against groups like
the VCDL, Gun Owners of America and especially the NRA, Holsworth said.

“Inside the Republican Party, there’s a genuine sense that if the NRA is against you
in a primary, that could be very troublesome for a candidate,” he said.

One way the NRA applies that pressure is with its grading system, which rates
lawmakers on an A-F scale, like grades on a school project. 

https://www.vpap.org/donors/127815-gun-owners-of-america/?start_year=all&end_year=all
https://www.vpap.org/donors/229503-everytown-for-gun-safety/?start_year=all&end_year=all
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The Virginia Citizens Defense League
handed out pro-gun stickers on Capitol
Square. (Ned Oliver/Virginia Mercury)

The NRA has rarely given any Republican in the state lower than a “C” grade in
elections since 2009, according to available ratings. The organization doesn’t have
old grades listed on its website, but Everytown for Gun Safety has a list dating back
to 2009 for most politicians in the country.

Some grades aren’t available in Everytown’s data because the candidate didn’t �ll
out the NRA’s questionnaire and didn’t have a voting record.

A perfect grade from the NRA was something Sen. Emmett Hanger, R-Augusta,
touted during a primary against Tina Freitas, the wife of Del. Nick Freitas, R-
Culpeper. Tina Freitas, who frequently posted campaign videos while wearing a
large revolver on her hip, said Hanger wasn’t conservative enough on issues like
abortion and guns. Hanger, brandishing his NRA grade, fended off the challenge.

“I have an A rating by the NRA and am proud to be
endorsed by them consistently over the years,” Hanger
wrote on his website. “I am also proud to be co-chair of
the Sportsman Caucus in the General Assembly.”

Those grades seem to be what drives some Republican
lawmakers, said Andrew Goddard, who has spent 12 years
lobbying for stricter gun laws at the Capitol. His son was
shot four times and survived the 2007 Virginia Tech

massacre.

“I came to the conclusion that their power or perceived power came from their
ability to muster voters who are single-issue who will vote against somebody if
they step out of line,” he said. “They want the A-rating from the NRA, not the
money.”

In the past, Holsworth said, even prominent Democrats wanted the NRA’s approval.
Notably, U.S. Sen. Mark Warner sought NRA support during the 2001 gubernatorial
race. 

That has since changed and Democrats don’t seek a high rating from the NRA,
diluting the in�uence the organization has outside of the Republican party,
Holsworth said.

“I’d like to think they have less (in�uence) because of their problems with �nance
and corruption,” Goddard said. “I’d like to think that is going to weaken their
situation.”

There have been inquiries into the NRA’s �nances and alleged ties to Russia.

Mechelle Hankerson

https://everytown.org/nra-grades-archive/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1990167754426248
https://www.emmetthanger.com/issues
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/06/us/virginia-nra-guns-northam.html
https://www.npr.org/2019/06/26/736255639/turmoil-at-the-nra-tv-channel-ends-lobbyist-resigns-a-new-hill-probe-begins
https://thehill.com/regulation/court-battles/452849-dc-ag-subpoenas-nra-financial-records-in-investigation
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/28/us/nra-russia-maria-butina-investigations.html
https://www.virginiamercury.com/author/mechelle-hankerson/
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Mechelle, born and raised in Virginia Beach, is a graduate of Virginia Commonwealth University with a degree in mass
communications and a concentration in print journalism. She covered the General Assembly for the university’s Capital
News Service and was among 12 student journalists in swing states selected by the Washington Post to cover the 2012

presidential election. For the past five years, she has covered local government, crime, housing, infrastructure and
other issues at the Raleigh News & Observer and The Virginian-Pilot, where she most recently covered the state’s

biggest city, Virginia Beach. Mechelle was with the Virginia Mercury until January 3rd, 2019.
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Mass shooting takes center stage in Virginia Beach
State Senate campaign
By  Mechelle Hankerson  - October 8, 2019

Democratic State Senate candidate
Missy Cotter Smasal, center, appeared
at a forum on gun violence last month

VIRGINIA BEACH — Karen Havekost was in Virginia Beach’s Municipal Building 2
when a shooter opened �re in May.

“I walked out of the bathroom and saw the gunman on the other end of the
hallway,” she says in a political ad released at the end of September. “I saw a
coworker in the middle, and he looked at me and he yelled, ‘Go.’ So I was lucky, but
not everyone was.”

Missy Cotter Smasal, Democratic candidate for the 8th State Senate District,
sponsored and released the ad. She’s one of the �rst candidates in Virginia Beach
to explicitly mention in campaign materials the mass shooting that left 13 people
dead, including the gunman, and injured four more.

Cotter Smasal is challenging Sen. Bill DeSteph, R-Virginia
Beach, who has served in the General Assembly since
2014. Both are former naval of�cers. 

It’s unclear what kind of impact the Virginia Beach
shooting, and Cotter’s choice to invoke it in her

A memorial honoring the victims of the May 31 Virginia Beach shooting stands near the Virginia Beach Municipal Center on June 5, 2019 in
Virginia Beach. Eleven city employees and one private contractor were shot to death in the Municipal Center Operations building by
engineer DeWayne Craddock who had worked for the city for 15 years. (Photo by Zach Gibson/Getty Images)

https://www.virginiamercury.com/author/mechelle-hankerson/
https://www.virginiamercury.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/DSCF1650-1.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TroRUg9Jw6M
https://www.virginiamercury.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/VirginiaBeachGETTY.jpg
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in Virginia Beach. (Mechelle
Hankerson/ Virginia Mercury)

State Sen. Bill DeSteph, R-Virginia
Beach. (Photo by Ned Oliver/Virginia
Mercury)

campaign, will have on the race or other elections on
Nov. 5 when every seat in the General Assembly is up. 

Joshua Zingher, a political scientist at Old Dominion University, said other states
that have experienced mass shootings haven’t had huge political upheaval
afterward.

“The effects of mass shootings can be very short-lived. I don’t anticipate some
anomaly in Virginia Beach either as a function of guns or gun reform or lack of gun
reform or the mass shooting speci�cally,” he said.

Quentin Kidd, a political scientist at Christopher Newport University, said he
thinks the shooting and gun policy will motivate a key voting bloc — white
suburban women, who are “driving politics in Virginia Beach” and areas outside of
Richmond. Those are also the areas where the Democratic Party is hanging its
hopes to win a majority in the statehouse. 

DeSteph, who was an intelligence of�cer in the Navy
before becoming a developer, said he thinks Cotter
Smasal’s ad struck the wrong tone in the still-grieving
city. 

Jason Nixon, the husband of shooting victim Kate Nixon,
told WAVY that Cotter’s ad kept him awake at night and
caused nightmares. 

“I woke up in the morning and threw up in the toilet, that’s how upset I was,” he
told WAVY.

DeSteph’s campaign said it’s received more unsolicited online donations (70% of
them have been less than $200) in the days following the ad’s debut than any single
month of the campaign so far. Campaign staff attributes that to people being
“disturbed by the ad.”

‘The special session … has really angered a lot of people’

Gun policy is a top issue for Virginia voters across the political spectrum,
according to a recent Washington Post-Schar School poll. 

A majority of those polled support proposals from Democrats, like bans on assault
weapons (57%) and high capacity magazines (56%), and reinstating Virginia’s one-
handgun-a-month law (58%).

Even more voters favor expanded background checks (88%) and red �ag laws
(82%).  The National Ri�e Association has said it could support red �ag laws if the
proposals protect due process rights.

https://www.virginiamercury.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/2019-session-pohotos-51.jpg
https://www.wavy.com/virginia-beach-mass-shooting/truth-tracker-ad-for-va-state-senate-race-focuses-on-virginia-beach-mass-shooting/
https://www.wavy.com/virginia-beach-mass-shooting/truth-tracker-ad-for-va-state-senate-race-focuses-on-virginia-beach-mass-shooting/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/new-poll-finds-virginia-voters-focused-on-gun-policy-ahead-of-pivotal-election/2019/10/03/db034922-e472-11e9-a331-2df12d56a80b_story.html
https://www.nraila.org/get-the-facts/emergency-risk-protection-orders-erpos/
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Democrats �led bills that would have implemented each of those policies during
the special legislative session Gov. Ralph Northam called in July after the Virginia
Beach shooting. Republicans used their majorities in both chambers to refer all
legislation for study,  adjourn and come back Nov. 18. Democrats around the state
threatened to �ip Republicans’ seats in the Nov. 5 elections preceding the second
meeting.

“I think the special session and the failure to do anything … has really angered a lot
of people, and people across the political spectrum,” Cotter Smasal said in an
interview in Virginia Beach. “The special session really provided some extra
motivation to work hard because (the lawmakers) had this amazing opportunity
sitting in front of them. They could’ve saved lives.”

Cotter Smasal calls DeSteph a gun “extremist” because he’s permitted to sell guns
out of his home. DeSteph, when applying for the local permit in 2009, said at the
time he had about 20 guns he planned to sell to dealers, military, law enforcement
and other elected of�cials.

He keeps the guns — antiques and collectibles — in a reinforced steel vault in his
home, he said in an interview. There are several security systems protecting the
vault.

DeSteph said he would support legislation requiring gun owners to secure the
weapons, though not to the extent he does — he said he’s spent thousands of
dollars to store his �rearms.

During the special session, DeSteph sponsored a number of mandatory minimum
sentencing bills, including one for people who violate protective orders with guns
and one for people who use stolen guns while committing other crimes. He also
carried �nance bills to assist Virginia Beach with renovating the site of the
shooting, and to create a VBSTRONG license plate and memorial resolutions for
each of the victims.

In Cotter Smasal’s ad, Havekost says she asked DeSteph to “do something,” but he
didn’t meet with her and then blocked gun legislation from getting a vote during
the special session.

“He has a chance to make a difference and he did not do it,” Havekost says.

According to emails provided by DeSteph’s of�ce, Havekost emailed the senator
before the special session asking him to consider legislation to ban silencers (one
was used in the Virginia Beach shooting) and allow localities to decide if
government buildings should be gun-free zones.

DeSteph’s chief of staff responded, saying the senator was reviewing existing gun
laws. The chief of staff invited Havekost to make an appointment with the senator

https://www.virginiamercury.com/2019/07/09/special-session-on-guns-a-big-crowd-a-quick-adjournment-a-post-election-punt-and-a-confusing-charade/
https://www.pilotonline.com/news/article_c64d10cf-9da0-511e-b8d4-fed28b809198.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/wexton-wants-to-reinstate-gun-silencer-regulation-after-virginia-beach-shooting/2019/06/21/5925ad18-936f-11e9-aadb-74e6b2b46f6a_story.html
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to discuss it further. Havekost didn’t follow up, DeSteph said.

“Karen had an important story to tell as a survivor and we wanted to give her space
to do that,” Cotter Smasal said. “She’s saying she’s done with the complacency and
that’s what I’m saying. … It’s time we take action to reduce gun violence.
Lawmakers need to step up.”

Gun violence was a campaign focus for Cotter Smasal from the beginning, she said.
She started a successful petition two years ago calling for a new requirement that
every Virginia Beach school keep its doors locked and use buzzer systems to let
people in the building.

At the time, the school system had buzzer security systems at three schools and
was testing it at three others.

At her Rita’s Italian Ice franchise (she’s since sold the business), she employed high
schoolers who told her they were scared of going to school after shootings in other
places. 

“They were terri�ed,” she said. “You could see what our failure to protect them has
done to their psyche.”

While other Democrats running to represent parts of Virginia Beach mention gun
reform on their websites, most haven’t circulated ads focused on the shooting. 

Other issues have moved to the forefront in other Virginia Beach districts: In the
House of Delegates race between Republican Del. Glenn Davis and teacher Karen
Mallard, the two have gone toe-to-toe on public education funding; Former
Virginia Beach school board member Nancy Guy has talked about gun policy in her
campaign against Republican Del. Chris Stolle, but hasn’t mentioned the shooting
in campaign materials.

Del. Cheryl Turpin, a Democrat from Virginia Beach running for the Senate seat
vacated by former Republican Sen. Frank Wagner, released a handful of online ads
about gun reform in her race against Republican candidate Jen Kiggans, though
none so far have included survivors or explicit mentions of the mass shooting.

In a video ad, Turpin recounted the day she watched Columbine students “slide out
of the window.”

“And you know what we did?” the high school teacher asks the camera. “We chose
to teach our students how to protect themselves in the building by doing lockdown
drills, and that’s a shame because really what we need is common-sense gun
reform.”

https://www.change.org/p/virginia-beach-public-schools-locked-doors-save-lives-lock-the-doors-to-the-virginia-beach-public-schools
https://www.pilotonline.com/news/education/article_e9c8468d-c05d-5802-bd35-586103de741d.html
http://campaign.r20.constantcontact.com/render?m=1112902269819&ca=1c4aea13-3a9c-4fcb-be89-3b372b44e9ab
https://www.virginiamercury.com/author/mechelle-hankerson/
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Mechelle Hankerson

Mechelle, born and raised in Virginia Beach, is a graduate of Virginia Commonwealth University with a degree in mass
communications and a concentration in print journalism. She covered the General Assembly for the university’s Capital
News Service and was among 12 student journalists in swing states selected by the Washington Post to cover the 2012

presidential election. For the past five years, she has covered local government, crime, housing, infrastructure and
other issues at the Raleigh News & Observer and The Virginian-Pilot, where she most recently covered the state’s

biggest city, Virginia Beach. Mechelle was with the Virginia Mercury until January 3rd, 2019.
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Some Virginia Beach lawmakers say it’s ‘too soon’ to
talk gun control
By  Mechelle Hankerson  - June 9, 2019

VIRGINIA BEACH — The day of the municipal building mass shooting, Republican
Del. Barry Knight, who grew up in Virginia Beach and currently represents part of
the city, was at a friend’s memorial service when the city manager contacted him
to tell him six people had been killed.

By the end of the shooter’s rampage, 13 would be dead, including the gunman, and
four more hospitalized.

“I could not believe it,” Knight said. “I was a little bit beyond belief. I sat there and
said, ‘What do I do? What do I do?”

He delivered opening remarks at a 4-H show and sale near his farm in the southern
part of the city because the city’s director of agriculture was at the Municipal
Center, still on lockdown.

He encouraged attendees to pray.

“We’re a very big city but we’re still a small community, we all help each other,” he
said.

A photograph of the victims of the mass shooting at a Virginia Beach municipal building is surrounded by 12 candles during a memorial
service at Piney Grove Baptist Church June 2, 2019, in Virginia Beach. Eleven city employees and one private contractor were shot to
death May 31 the Municipal Center Operations building by engineer DeWayne Craddock who had worked for the city for 15 years. (Photo
by Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)

https://www.virginiamercury.com/author/mechelle-hankerson/
https://pilotonline.com/news/local/crime/article_777b737e-83e3-11e9-b1d0-dff7ad725d5e.html
https://www.virginiamercury.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/va_BEACH_VICTIMS.jpg
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Del. Barry Knight, R-Virginia Beach.

Knight knew one of the victims, but declined to say which one. He’s visited the
memorial residents created at the Municipal Center twice, he said. He and the
three other Republican delegates from the city — Chris Stolle, Glenn Davis and
Jason Miyares — skipped a House GOP retreat over the weekend. They wanted to
stay close to home, Knight said.

“We’ve tried to keep a low pro�le on this situation because we think now is a time
for the victims and the families and friends and all the citizens of Virginia Beach to
grieve,” he said.

Virginia Beach is the state’s most populous city and its
delegation in Richmond generally prefers to stay out of
political �ghts on controversial topics.

Until now, when the deadliest mass shooting in the
country so far this year, combined with Gov. Ralph
Northam’s call for a special legislative session next month
in its aftermath, thrusts the city into the heated gun
control debate. Recent gun reform efforts have been
thwarted in legislative committees by Republican
majorities.

It will test the area’s moderate Republicans, some of
whom are hanging on to their seats in changing districts by a thread, and the
whole delegation’s ability to respond to the shaken and grieving community.

It’s hard to know how reactions to mass shootings affect voting behavior, said
Quentin Kidd, political science professor at Christopher Newport University. But
it’s likely the shooting will have the city’s state representatives considering how it
could impact November, when all 140 seats in the General Assembly are up for re-
election.

“You may see some posturing during this special session from the Virginia Beach
delegation, especially those people who are in competitive races,” Kidd said. “You
may see some posturing … from candidates who aren’t in the legislature yet but
want to be and they’re thinking ahead to the fall. I think that becomes especially
the case if nothing substantive comes out of the session.”

So far though, the Beach’s Republicans haven’t been thinking about politics, Knight
said.

“I think it’s entirely too soon right after the tragedy we had down here in Virginia
Beach, where I live and lived all my life, for the governor to come in and politicize it
to, in my opinion, detract from his other failings that happened in February,” said
Knight, referring to Northam’s blackface scandal.

https://www.apnews.com/a306318eeee349b2b2aeb0d20f103b8c
https://www.virginiamercury.com/2019/02/02/in-his-own-words-northam-describes-moonwalking-in-blackface-denies-appearing-in-kkk-photo/
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“I don’t typically show but so much passion on things but I’ve got some passion on
this because I’m so close to it.”

‘I can’t do what my party wants’

One hundred miles away in Richmond, Northam and state Democrats want to
“grieve and get to work” on gun control issues.

Northam called for a special session four days after the shooting. He, Lt. Gov. Justin
Fairfax, Attorney General Mark Herring and Democrats from around the state
implored Republican lawmakers to let gun legislation that failed during the regular
session go to a �oor vote.

“Business as usual, with leadership shielding their members from taking tough
votes by setting early morning hearings before small subcommittees won’t cut it,”
Northam said in Richmond. “Virginians deserve leadership and they will be
watching. The nation will be watching.”

But Republicans are coming to the special session begrudgingly, saying it’s still too
soon to “politicize” a tragedy, as Speaker of the House Kirk Cox, R-Colonial
Heights, put it after the session was announced.

Cox said the GOP will instead push for stiffer penalties for gun crimes.

“We should not detract from our period of grief by politicizing this tragedy with a
debate on gun control,” Virginia Beach Republican Sen. Bill DeSteph said in a
statement. “There is a proper time to act, and a proper time to mourn. Now is our
time to grieve and care for the victims and their families. We are still planning
funerals. That should be our focus.”

DeSteph was one of the �rst lawmakers at the scene of the shooting. Since then, he
has spent most of his days at the city’s emergency operations center, his staff said.

Knight said Virginia Beach’s Republican delegation agrees with Cox.

“My citizens down here seem to think that we ought to criminalize the behavior,”
he said, referring to his district, which includes the rural part of Virginia Beach.
“It’s the people, it’s not the guns themselves. We criminalize people for traf�c
accidents, we don’t criminalize the vehicle.”

Democrats may be hoping Republicans will compromise on gun control legislation,
Kidd said, but could also be prepared to turn an unproductive special session into a
campaign issue to energize voters.

The few Democrats that represent Virginia Beach — Dels. Cheryl Turpin and Kelly
Fowler — have taken opposite approaches in preparation for the session. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/virginia-politics/virginia-gov-northam-calls-for-special-session-of-legislature-to-take-up-gun-control/2019/06/04/40efb24c-86d2-11e9-a870-b9c411dc4312_story.html?utm_term=.ff958ba1f10e
https://www.virginiamercury.com/2019/06/04/northam-hopes-to-ratchet-up-pressure-on-gop-but-some-advocates-see-little-hope-for-special-session-on-gun-control/
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Del. Cheryl Turpin, D-Virginia Beach.

Del. Kelly Convirs-Fowler, D-Virginia
Beach.

Both attended a rally Friday with activists from the Moms Demand Action and
March for Our Lives organizations, which support stricter gun control.

There, Turpin reminded the small group of about a dozen — mostly high school
students with March for Our Lives — that there were gun laws killed during the
regular session that might have made a difference in the Virginia Beach shooting: a
ban on high-capacity magazines and allowing localities to decide to ban weapons
from government buildings.

“Showing up today is the �rst step,” said Turpin, who is
running for the Senate seat left open by longtime
Republican Sen. Frank Wagner.  “Showing up and putting
pressure on my colleagues to do their jobs during the
special session and vote to save lives are the next steps.
If they do not, our �nal step will be to �ip their seats in
November.”

Fowler focused on allowing localities to make their own
decisions on weapons bans in municipal buildings and
said suppressors, which diminish the noise from

gunshots, “need to be discussed.” Fowler personally thinks the devices should be
banned, but said her husband, a Virginia Beach sheriff’s deputy has told her it is
already dif�cult to get them legally.

In Virginia Beach, the shooter used a suppressor on his weapon, which made at
least one person in the building at the time think the noise was coming from a nail
gun.

“These people have to go back to work so that’s where my focus is,” Fowler said.
“I’m not trying to avoid any of the gun policy issues … but I’m not going to turn it
into other issues and I’m not going to talk about things that don’t relate to this
situation.  I can’t do what I want, I can’t do what my party wants, I have to do what
my constituents want.”

On Thursday, Turpin hosted an event for people to make
cards for a remembrance wall. Northam visited the event
and spoke to the gathering of about two dozen in a wine
bar.

“I would ask when is enough enough? How many more of
these senseless tragedies do we have to experience
before we as a society … say we need to do something,”
Northam said. “It’s going to be important not only for you
all, but your friends and your neighbors and anybody else

https://www.dailypress.com/news/virginia/dp-nws-cheryl-turpin-7th-senate-district-election-20190325-story.html
https://pilotonline.com/news/local/virginia-beach-mass-shooting/article_5f0bde4e-8660-11e9-b20e-9ff07af186a9.html
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that lives in Virginia to reach out to their delegates and senators.”

A few hours later, his tone was different at a city-sponsored memorial service.

“Grief is not an event, it is a process,” he said. “I once heard a very apt description
that grief is like a series of waves. Those waves ebb and �ow over time and
sometimes they’re so powerful they can knock you down even months and years
later. There will come a day when the investigations are done, when this tragedy is
no longer front-page news, when many of us will be able to continue with our daily
lives. But it won’t be done for those families. We need to continue to support them
and be there for them.”

The memorial at Virginia Beach’s Municipal Center includes flowers and cards, like this one, signed by employees from the neighboring city
of Chesapeake. (Mechelle Hankerson/ The Virginia Mercury)

There is still a steady stream of visitors to a memorial at the city’s Municipal
Center. Twelve crosses for each of the victims are tucked into mounds of �owers,
teddy bears and other tokens of the victims: a Pittsburgh Steelers’ Terrible Towel
on Missy Langer’s cross, a broken heart commemorating Mary Lou Gayle’s
commitment to her family and painted seashells with each of the victims’ names.

Nearby, a different municipal building is open for absentee primary voting. And
across a parking lot from that one is Building 2, still blocked off by crime tape and
monitored at each corner by police of�cers and cars.

Volunteers from Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network have set up near
the memorial to provide water, snacks and prayer to visitors, who have come from

https://pilotonline.com/news/local/virginia-beach-mass-shooting/article_2e79ec9c-888d-11e9-a7e5-d32f6afce9be.html
https://pilotonline.com/news/local/virginia-beach-mass-shooting/article_0d50819e-84a4-11e9-83a0-bf822e813e73.html
https://www.vbgov.com/news/pages/selected.aspx?release=4354&title=statement+from+mary+lou+gayle%27s+children
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as far as New Jersey. Volunteers said they would stay there until the community
didn’t need them.

They had no idea when that might be.

Mechelle Hankerson

Mechelle, born and raised in Virginia Beach, is a graduate of Virginia Commonwealth University with a degree in mass
communications and a concentration in print journalism. She covered the General Assembly for the university’s Capital
News Service and was among 12 student journalists in swing states selected by the Washington Post to cover the 2012

presidential election. For the past five years, she has covered local government, crime, housing, infrastructure and
other issues at the Raleigh News & Observer and The Virginian-Pilot, where she most recently covered the state’s

biggest city, Virginia Beach. Mechelle was with the Virginia Mercury until January 3rd, 2019.
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