Number 10 denies guns U-turn
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New figures are expected to show rising gun crime
Exceptions would be allowed under government plans for a mandatory five-year jail sentence carrying firearms, Downing Street has confirmed. 

The decision comes in the face of opposition from the judiciary to compulsory minimum sentences. 
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For the vast majority of these crimes it will be mandatory
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Tony Blair's spokesman


The Conservatives had condemned the handling of the sentencing plans as a "mess" but Number 10 insists there has been no U-turn. 

Tony Blair's official spokesman said the details of the sentencing powers would be in the legislation. 

The spokesman said: "In everything in life there are exceptional circumstances but the message is for the vast majority of these crimes it will be mandatory." 

One example of where there could be leniency was if somebody had failed to renew a licence on a legally held gun, the spokesman suggested. 

Judges opposition 

On Monday Home Secretary David Blunkett said he wanted a minimum sentence of five years meted out by judges. 

But the judiciary is fearful the mandatory jail proposal will limit its ability to match justice to circumstances. 

Lord Ackner, a former law lord, said judges should not be put in a "straightjacket" when it came to sentencing. 
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Gun related murders per 100,000 population

USA - 4.08

Canada (1999) - 0.54

England/Wales - 0.12

Scotland (1999) - 0.12

Japan (1998) - 0.04
Sunday Times


Former Master of the Rolls, Lord Donaldson of Lymington, said that Mr Blunkett seemed unwilling to trust judges. 

"I think judges are beyond being outraged at such proposals," he told the Times newspaper. 

Ministers have insisted the sentencing plans are not a snap response to the Birmingham shooting in Birmingham that left two teenage girls dead. 

Sentencing scrutiny 

The Conservatives, however, have accused the government of "kneejerk" reactions: first to the Birmingham incident and then to judicial disquiet. 

Shadow home secretary Oliver Letwin told BBC Radio 4's World At One programme: "This is not the right way to be engaging in sentencing policy." 
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Police welcome changes to gun laws

Mr Letwin argued it was difficult for Parliament to set effective and proper minimum sentencing. 

But he said there ought to be new parliamentary scrutiny for sentencing guidelines issued by the lord chief justice. 

The apparent dilution of the firearms sentencing plans has angered some police officers. 

David Rodgers, vice-chairman of the Metropolitan Police Federation, said the sentences were not mandatory if exceptions were allowed. 

Mr Rodgers said: "It is something which is so awful and if we are going to combat it, why do you need discretion in such cases?" 

'Glamorising gun violence' 

As well as announcing the sentencing plans, Mr Blunkett attacked violent gangster rap music, condemning it as "appalling". 

But the home secretary appeared to rule out explicit censorship of lyrics. 

He said those who made music which glamorised gun violence would be made aware of "what is and isn't acceptable". 

Mr Blunkett is to host a summit on Friday on tackling gun crime, the day after new figures are expected to show a sharp rise in offences. 

He said: "We will not tolerate an escalation of the number of guns on our streets." 

The home secretary said hand gun possession was particularly a problem among some young people "who carry weapons for self-protection or as a means of gaining respect or revenge, often related to dealing in or the use of drugs". 
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The BBC's Duncan Kennedy
"Many believe that a 5 year minimum term is not going to be long enough"
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Shadow home secretary Oliver Letwin
"I don't think this is the right way to be engaged in sentencing"
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David Rogers, Metropolitan Police Federation
"I don't think judges should have discretion"
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TALKING POINT

Is rap music to blame?
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West Midlands Police 

Police Superintendents' Association of England and Wales 

Association of Chief Police Officers 

Home Office
The BBC is not responsible for the content of external internet sites
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The Rap and Guns debate

Tuesday, 7 January, 2003, 09:54 GMT 

Head to head: Rap and guns

Jay-Z: One musician accused of glamorising violence

Politicians and police have accused rap music of encouraging gun violence, while musicians say deeper social problems are to blame. 

We took the views of Chief Superintendent Kevin Morris, head of the Police Superintendents' Association of England and Wales, and south London rapper Blak Twang. 

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

Chief Superintendent Kevin Morris 

I don't think we should run away with the idea that stopping this kind of music is going to get the young people who carry guns to hand them in and abide by the law. 

The concern many people would have is that music does have an immensely powerful ability to influence people, especially the young, and can be used in a positive sense. 

 Music does have an immensely powerful ability to influence people

Chief Superintendent Kevin Morris

And I would like to encourage people to do that, rather than highlight some of the negatives where people carry guns and kill other young people. 

We have to face the fact that in today's society a lot of young people think it's OK to carry a lethal barrelled weapon. 

Of course, if they go to a party, or they go to a large gathering with others, and somebody upsets them, then it seems, sadly, increasingly likely that someone will pull one out and actually fire the thing. 

Click here for some examples of violent rap lyrics 

In some respects people do reflect life in music, but they also challenge - especially young people - the views of older people like myself. 

And often they've been very successful in changing and influencing society. 

The music isn't just about this [violence], and of course it can be used for good. 

And if it can be used for good, and to change things in a positive sense, then I think you've also got to accept it can be influential in a negative way. 

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

Tony Rotton, Blak Twang 

You must look further... rap music in general is not just one-dimensional, anyway. 

I know we've focused on the lyrics that do tend to talk about guns, but there's also lyrics that talk about love, enjoyment, fun, having a good time. 

 There's also lyrics that talk about love, enjoyment, fun, having a good time

Blak Twang

I can safely say that a lot of my shows that I've been to, I've never really had an incident when guns have been brought out or anyone's been shot or injured. 

Everyone's getting a bit too serious about these lyrics. It doesn't mean it literally. 

I just call it entertainment, and some of the aspects of the entertainment is violence. Some of it is love and life experiences. It all really reflects what goes on in society anyway. 

 The guns were here way before rap music existed and will continue to be here even after the music dies down

Blak Twang

The guns were here way before rap music existed and will continue to be here even after the music dies down. 

I believe the onus is on society as a whole. We need to start to deal with the actual problems. 

The problem really isn't the music. Music will always exist, artists will always be creative; there's a lot of imagination going on, there is a lot of subject matter that is based on experiences and reality. 

But the responsibility's got to be there. Everyone's life isn't always the same. Some people are going through suffering, some people are going through desperation, frustration, disillusion. 

There is poverty and sometimes people go to any means in order to achieve what they want to get. 

So sometimes it might result in guns and knives. 

But on the other hand we need to balance the picture, combating the negative with the positive type of lyrics. 

We can't really blame it on the music at all. 
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