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For more than 80 years, silencers have been subject to robust regulatory oversight by 
the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, or ATF, to ensure that these 
dangerous accessories are not easily accessible for criminal use. This approach has been 
effective at limiting the use of silencers in the commission of crime while ensuring their 
availability to law-abiding individuals who seek to own them. Congress should reject 
efforts to weaken the federal law regarding silencers.

Silencers pose a unique risk to public safety and warrant heightened regulation:
•	 Silencers are designed to reduce the sound produced when a gun is fired by providing an 

area for gases to expand and cool before exiting the gun and being released into the air.1

•	 When a shot is fired using a silencer, the shooter’s exact location can be difficult to 
determine, creating a substantial challenge for law enforcement officers seeking to 
respond to a reported shooting.2

–– This also makes it less likely that bystanders will recognize the sound of gunfire and 
report it to law enforcement or that sounds of gunfire will be picked up by gunshot 
detection technology in which many U.S. cities have recently invested.3

•	 In addition to noise reduction, manufacturers of silencers tout other benefits of these 
devices that also contribute to a heightened risk to public safety if employed for 
criminal use, such as “disguis[ing] the location of the shooter by reducing muzzle flash 
and minimizing environmental disturbances” and “reduc[ing] recoil and muzzle flip 
allowing for more accurate and faster follow-up shots.”4 

Removing the current regulatory oversight of the transfer of silencers  
would subject these dangerous accessories to the vulnerabilities and  
weaknesses of current federal gun laws:
•	 Individuals would be permitted under federal law to buy silencers from private sellers 

without a background check and with no questions asked.5 
•	 Silencers could be more easily diverted into illegal markets through straw purchases or 

the negligence or malfeasance of gun dealers.6 
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Current federal law effectively balances the need to regulate silencers  
with the right of law-abiding gun owners to possess them:
•	 Current federal law does not ban the possession of silencers. The National Firearms 

Act—a federal law enacted in 1934—created a robust regulatory framework for the 
transfer of silencers that requires individuals seeking to purchase a silencer to first sub-
mit a form to the ATF and pay a $200 tax, submit to a fingerprint-based background 
check, and notify local law enforcement of their intent to purchase a silencer.7

•	 This regulatory framework has been successful at minimizing the use of silencers in 
the commission of crime. 

–– In 2015, only 125 silencers were recovered by law enforcement in the United States 
in connection with a crime and submitted to ATF for tracing.8 

•	 The current law strikes the right balance between protecting public safety and allow-
ing law-abiding gun owners the opportunity to own silencers and has not proven to be 
an undue burden on the latter.

–– Indeed, ownership of silencers has skyrocketed in the past five years, underscoring 
the ease with which silencers can be obtained under the current law. There were 
285,087 registered silencers in 2010 and 902,805 registered silencers in 2015—a 
216 percent increase.9 

Contrary to the arguments by the gun lobby and silencer manufacturers, silencers  
are not necessary to protect the hearing of hunters and recreational shooters:
•	 There are currently a wide variety of hearing protection devices available to hunters 

and sport shooters, including sophisticated earpieces that simultaneously enhance and 
protect hearing, enabling users to listen carefully to their surroundings while main-
taining a high level of protection from high impact sounds.10

•	 These hearing protection devices are just as effective as silencers at reducing the noise 
of gunshots and do not pose any risk to public safety.

–– Silencers offer noise reduction in the range of 20 decibels to 35 decibels, while many 
types of earplugs and ear muffs available to hunters and recreational shooters offer 
noise reduction in the range of 20 decibels to 37 decibels.11

–– When combining methods of hearing protection, such as ear plugs and ear muffs, it 
is possible to have a sound reduction range even higher than that of a silencer.12

Law enforcement  
organizations that  
oppose weakening  
federal regulation  
of silencers:

•	 Hispanic American Police 

Command Officers Association

•	 International Association of 

Campus Law Enforcement 

Administrators

•	 Major Cities Chiefs Association

•	 National Association of Women 

Law Enforcement Executives

•	 National Organization of Black 

Law Enforcement Executives

•	 Police Executive Research Forum

•	 Police Foundation13
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