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uate, lawyers say I

Judge Ginger Berrigan has set a
hearing on the issue for March.

The gun industry also says
that once jurisdiction is settled,
the liability law is on its side.

"This case has nothing to do
with fault. It is just merely an at­
tempt to get money from a seg­
illent of the economy that these
people think is unpopular," Irwin
said. "I think most people are
struck by this and say this is not
fair."

The firearms companies are all
from outside Louisiana, so a law­
suit filed by New Orleans against
them typically would land in fed­
eral court. But the city also sued
local pawn shops and sporting
goods. stores that sell guns, a
move that lawyers for gun mak­
ers say is nothing but an attempt
to dodge federal court.

They want the case moved to
federal court in New Orleans, and
the city is fighting it. U.S. District

inade
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sending the lawyers into courts in
each state, where they slammed
the industry with dozens of law­
suits at once.

Gunmakers are bracing for a
3imilar battle and are fighting to
get the lawsuits into federal
courts. Chicago and New Orleans
filed their lawsuits in state
courts, which are considered
mo e hostile to big business and
more likely to award huge dam­
ages.

JIM IRWIN
Attorney for gun industry

try can afford to pay more than
$200 billion over th: next 25
years, as it agreed to 111 Novem­
ber.

"In the long run, tobacco wa~ a \
win-win for both sides. Our m- ;
dustry does not have th~ finan~ial 1
wherewithal," Ricker saId, adding
that gunmakers would be better .
off filin<r for bankruptcy protec­
tion th:n agreeing to settle the I
cases. , 1

"I do think the plaintiffs aw-
yers involved have more :no~ey

than the industry does," sald JIm
Irwin, a New Orleans attorney
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"This is just merely an

attempt to get money
from a segment of the
economy that these

people think is
unpopular."

"

yers will play in such lawsuits is
unclear. A well-heeled lot who
will reap millions from t<?bacco
settlements they are hopmg to
make New Orleans a hub for the
gun litigation, as it was in the to­
bacco wars.

Even now, a suite of down­
town offices that is home to a da­
tabase of tobacco documents
used by lawyers across the coun­
try is making room f~r handgun
information. Law fIrms that
local mastermind Wendell Gau­
thier organized four yea~s ago
are pitching in $100,?OO apIece to
finance the battle WIth gu.n ma~­
ufacturers, as they first d!-d to fI­
nance the tobacco lawsUlts. The
payoff they· ~ope !or would .be
contingency fees of up to a thIrd
of whatever the gunmakers are
forced to cough up. .

"The plan at the moment IS to
have it organized locally and to
have a major impact on the gun
. dustry," said Joseph Bruno, a
New Orleans lawyer.

And the gunmakers plan to be
rea~:
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- --;The resolve is there to acti­
vely and aggressively defend our­
selves," said Rob Ricker,
governmental affairs director of
t.he American Shooting Sports
C uneil, an industry group based
in Washington, D.C.

The industry got a big boost
last week when the National
Rifle Association, which had
been staying out of the dispute,
announced it was targeting at
least six states for intensive lob­
bying designed to stop the law­
suits. The NRA wants legislation
in place that would restrict the
ability of cities to enter into con­
tingency fee agreements with.
trial lawyers. Instead, cities
\y~:>uld have to put up attorneys
fees in advance, greatly restric­
ting the potential size of the
take. Louisiana is one of the tar­
get states.

Dwarfed by Big Tobacco
As with tobacco litigation, trial

lawyers talk about bombarding
gun companies with lawsuits all
across the country at the same
time. They say that handguns,
like cigarettes, are lethal and that
the manufacturers failed to take
steps to make them safer.

But the brewing face-off be­
tween the "masters of disaster,"
as some of the leading trial law­
yers are known, and the gun in­
dustry has important differences.

The most obvious is size.
With more than $3 billion in
nual sales, the handgun mar­
t is a blip compared with the
ssive cigarette market, with

ated domestic sales of $50
n a year. The tobacco indus-

who represents the gunmaker
Colt's Manufacturing Co.

Big Tobacco consists of huge,
publicly held companies that
must answer to shareholders; al­
most all the major gun manufac­
turers, including Smith &
Wesson Corp. and Colt's, are pri­
vate companies. Some of the
major players, such as Glock,
Inc., are foreign firms.

Nor are handgun manufactur­
ers as well organized as tobacco
companies: "In sophistication, or­
ganization and money, tobacco is
everything these guys aren't,"
Coale said. "Apparently they fight
amongst themselves a lot.
They've already been divided. We
just have to conquer them."

Ricker acknowledged the gun
industry has been highly compet­
itive but said it will mount a coor­
dinated defense and is in the
process of hiring national firms
to help.

"There isn't that organization
or structure that existed with to­
bacco, but there will be, whether
there are the two lawsuits we
have now or the 100 that have
been threatened," he said.

Court battle has begun
The early battles in the wave

of tobacco litigation that brought
the industry to the table were
over which courts would hear the
lawsuits. The Castano group,
named for a New Orleans lawyer
who died of lung cancer, first
tried to sue all cigarette makers
on behalf of all addicted smokers
in the country. But federal ap­
peals courts rejected the nation­
wide class-action approach,


