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A supporter of open carry gun laws wears a pistol as he prepares for a rally. (AP Photo | Eric Gay, File) AP
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By Star-Ledger Editorial Board

As we ring in 2023 and resolve to improve our health, let us not forget: Even in blue New

Jersey, we’re still squabbling over where, exactly, you can roll up with a Glock tucked

into your waistband – A restaurant? A day care center?

After the U.S. Supreme Court’s conservative majority revoked women’s right to an

abortion, overturning a 49-year-old legal precedent, it also struck down a more-than-

century-old state law that restricts the right to carry a concealed handgun in public.

Our governor just responded by signing new legislation to sharply limit where guns can

be carried in New Jersey. Where you have fewer guns and stricter laws, you have fewer

gun injuries and deaths, research has shown. Yet while most people are solidly on his

side, the law may not withstand legal challenges. The gun lobby has vowed that it “will

go down in a flaming ash heap.”
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Now imagine a world where we didn’t have to struggle with this. You don’t have to look

far for inspiration: There it is, just north of our border, where Prime Minister Justin

Trudeau is almost reaching the point of banning gun sales in Canada. They have no

Second Amendment, no constitutional right to gun ownership. Guns are treated the

same as any other consumer good that the government can regulate.

Meanwhile, in America, we continue to bleed daily, with an average of more than 300

people shot every 24 hours, including 22 children and teens. The core rationale is that

we need guns for self-defense, but what we have is a public policy in which nearly

49,000 people a year are killed by guns and nearly 400 million firearms flood our

streets – more than one for every citizen.
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Compare that to Japan, which has less than one gun per 100 people and rarely sees

more than 10 gun deaths a year in the entire country. Then ask yourself: Why do we

need this fanatical interpretation of our Second Amendment, when no other advanced

country has that kind of guarantee of personal gun ownership?
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It wasn’t always this way. Not until 2008 did the Supreme Court suddenly side with the

National Rifle Association and reject the interpretation that the intent of our founders

was simply to ensure the government did not interfere with “a well-regulated militia,”

like the National Guard.

Instead, inspired by the ideology of the gun lobby, the court that year insisted that the

Second Amendment did indeed create an individual right to own a weapon. Even

Republicans had called that a stretch. As late as 1991, a Nixon-appointed retired Chief

Justice, Warren Burger, said the Second Amendment “has been the subject of one of

the greatest pieces of fraud, I repeat the word ̒ fraud,’ on the American public by special

interest groups that I have ever seen in my lifetime.”

Yet even with this extremist ruling, there’s still plenty that Congress could do: Require

background checks for all gun purchases, along with better training, safe storage and

trigger locks. Take guns from abusive spouses, and tighten up the enforcement of laws

on straw purchases of weapons. Build an effective red-flag system. After all, if a militia

is “well-regulated” on its use of arms, shouldn’t the average American be?

This part is all about the politics – and our nation’s fetish with gun culture, in which it’s

perfectly normal for the R.O.T.C. in high schools to accept funding from the NRA in

return for the promise that they’ll advocate in public schools for the gun lobby.

But imagine the possibilities if we didn’t have this irrationality, or at least the court

interpreted the Second Amendment in a reasonable fashion. We wouldn’t be reduced to

these fights over whether you can pack heat in nursing homes, or whether someone

who appears to be a danger should have access to all the guns he desires.
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Instead, we could regulate guns as we do cars, based on a public health approach.

Whether it’s state vs. state, or country vs. country, studies consistently show the level

of violence goes down when you pass gun safety measures. If the U.S. had gun death

rates similar to Canada’s, about 26,000 fewer children would have died since 2010, the

Kaiser Family Foundation reports.

Now even Canada finds its level of carnage unpalatable, and is embracing real change

in 2023. If only we could summon the will do to the same. But no: On this side of the

border, gun safety is just another broken resolution.
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