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The physical damage inflicted by any particular gunshot is the result of a combination 
of the firearm used and the ammunition fired. Sometimes, bullets travel through a 
body like a knife, propelled on a linear path, slicing through tissue and organs. In other 
cases, the bullet’s path is less predictable. It fragments in the body, ripping apart tissue 
and blood vessels, smashing bone, and shredding organs along its path.1 

The current national debate about gun violence is largely focused on firearms: Who 
should have them? What types of firearms should people be allowed to have? Where 
and how can they be carried? How should they be sold? Certainly, these are all crucial 
questions that demand a sustained and serious analysis by policymakers at all levels 
of government. But often missing from the conversation about firearms are questions 
related to ammunition—namely, the role of easy access to ammunition and ammuni-
tion accessories in the epidemic of gun violence in the United States.

In addition to the myriad gaps in current U.S. gun laws that contribute to the unparal-
leled levels of gun violence in the United States compared with other high-income 
nations, laws and regulations related to commerce in ammunition are similarly flawed. 
In the end, the current lax regulations on ammunition leave all American communities 
vulnerable to gun violence.

A crucial component of a comprehensive vision for reducing gun violence in the 
United States is robust regulation of ammunition. The following policy recommenda-
tions would help to address the U.S. gun violence crisis.

• Require background checks for ammunition sales: Under current federal law, sellers 
of ammunition—whether licensed gun dealers or private sellers—are not required 
to conduct a background check to determine whether an individual is legally eligible 
to buy or possess ammunition.2 This means that individuals who are prohibited from 
buying or possessing ammunition can easily evade that law since there is no system 
in place that requires a seller to confirm their eligibility to buy ammunition.
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• Require sellers of ammunition to obtain a federal firearms license: Vendors who sell 
ammunition but not guns are currently not required to obtain a federal firearms 
license from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) and 
are therefore neither subject to any regulatory inspections nor required to maintain 
records of ammunition sales.3

• Increase the minimum age to buy long gun ammunition: Current age restrictions 
on the ability to buy ammunition for long guns—including assault rifles—are 
extremely lax, allowing individuals of any age to buy this ammunition from a private 
seller and allowing anyone 18 years of age or older to buy it from a licensed dealer.4 
The minimum age to buy long gun ammunition from any type of seller should be 
raised to 21, mimicking the age requirements to buy handgun ammunition.

• Increase regulation of online and interstate ammunition sales: There are no federal 
restrictions barring individuals from buying ammunition online or from out-of-
state vendors. This means that individuals can amass stockpiles of ammunition 
without leaving their home. The law should be strengthened to require individuals 
who purchase ammunition from an online or out-of-state vendor to have that 
ammunition shipped to a licensed gun dealer in their state of residence before they 
can complete the transaction in person at that dealer.

• Require reporting of bulk sales of ammunition: Sellers of ammunition, whether 
licensed gun dealers or private sellers, currently have no obligation to notify ATF or 
any law enforcement agency when an individual makes repeated or bulk purchases of 
ammunition. This gap in the law has been exploited in the past, with the perpetrators 
of the mass shootings committed in Las Vegas, Nevada; Aurora, Colorado; and 
Newtown, Connecticut, amassing thousands of rounds of ammunition without 
drawing any concerns from vendors or law enforcement until after perpetrating 
heinous crimes.5

• Improve implementation of the federal ban on armor-piercing ammunition: While 
current federal law bans the sale of armor-piercing ammunition, ATF has failed to 
keep pace with deadly innovation in the gun industry that has led to a category of 
semi-automatic handguns capable of firing rifle ammunition that can pierce body 
armor.6 The failure to appropriately implement this crucial ban undermines its 
intended purpose of protecting law enforcement officers from lethal attacks.

• Ban high-capacity ammunition magazines: Current federal law places no limitations 
on the size of ammunition magazines that are available in the civilian consumer 
market, meaning that individuals may purchase the 20-, 50-, or even 100-round 
magazines that are often used in mass shootings. These accessories increase the 
lethality of shootings, resulting in more people shot and killed when they are used to 
commit acts of mass violence.7
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• Ban .50-caliber ammunition: There are currently no restrictions on the ability 
of individuals who are legally eligible to possess firearms to buy .50-caliber rifle 
ammunition, which was designed for military use and has the ability to destroy 
lightly armored cars, military aircrafts, and ammunition storage dumps.8

• Increase taxation on ammunition to fund gun violence prevention programs: Excise 
taxes on ammunition have remained static since 1941, and the revenue generated 
from such taxes is statutorily mandated to fund wildlife restoration projects as well 
as hunter safety and education efforts.9 Congress should increase this tax and direct 
the new revenue toward violence prevention programs.

• Restrict the use of lead bullets on federal conservation lands: In light of the risks to 
wildlife, people, and public lands posed by toxic lead, the use of lead ammunition on 
public lands that are managed for conservation purposes should be prohibited.

• Conduct a thorough review of the ammunition industry: There is currently very little 
information available about the scope and nature of the consumer ammunition 
industry. With this vast knowledge gap, it is difficult for policymakers to assess 
emerging trends in ammunition that pose potential risks to public safety. ATF 
should conduct a review of the current ammunition market to understand the 
emerging trends in innovation and design; assess the potential risk to public safety 
and the use of different types of ammunition in the commission of violent crime; 
and identify gaps in the current regulatory framework that make it difficult to 
address emerging risks.
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