Stolen Firearms in Missouri
Are Linked to the Repeal of
Its Permit-to-Purchase Law

By Eugenio Weigend Vargas November 29, 2021

According to the latest scorecard released by the Giffords Law Center, Missouri
received an F grade for the strength of its gun laws. This places Missouri among the
top four states with the weakest gun laws, behind only Mississippi, Wyoming, and
Idaho.' However, this has not always been the case. The state of Missouri has been
incrementally weakening its gun laws in recent years. Perhaps the most notorious
change occurred when the state repealed its permit-to-purchase (PTP) law in 2007,>
which mandated that all handgun purchasers had to show a valid license—acquired
after a background check—before any sale. Following this change in state law, indi-
viduals could purchase handguns from sellers not registered as federally licensed

firearms dealers without a background check.

Numerous studies have linked the repeal of the PTP law in Missouri to increases in
gun homicides, gun suicides, and gun trafficking. A 2014 study concluded that the
repeal of the PTP law was associated with a 14 percent increase in overall homicide
rates in Missouri and a 25 percent increase in gun homicide rates specifically.? In
2020, a different study concluded that the law’s repeal was by then associated with
a 47 percent increase in gun homicide rates and a 23 percent increase in gun sui-
cide rates.* When looking specifically at the impact on young people, analyses have
concluded that the rate of gun suicides among adults ages 19 to 24 increased by 22
percent.’ Other reports have concluded that the repeal of Missouri’s PTP law facili-
tated the use of guns in criminal activity. As a result, the proportion of firearms that
were sold in Missouri and recovered in crime scenes within a year of the sale rose
significantly.® Researchers have also found that the implementation of PTP laws in
Connecticut significantly decreased both gun suicides and homicides, showing the
effectiveness of these laws.”

While all these studies have been fundamental in showing the potential benefits of
PTP laws, no analysis has looked at the link between these laws and gun theft. This

is a major issue: With close to 380,000 firearms stolen in the United States every
year, gun theft represents a significant challenge.® These firearms are often recovered
at crime scenes or seized from people who are legally ineligible to possess them.
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Unfortunately, gun theft in Missouri is a frequent occurrence. A 2019 analysis by the
Center for American Progress estimated that at least 51,675 firearms were stolen in
Missouri from 2012 to 2017, ranking 10th nationally in number of stolen firearms.®
Similarly, an investigation by The Trace found that 850 firearms were stolen in the
city of St. Louis during 2015 alone.” And in May 2020, more than 30 firearms were
taken from a St. Louis gun dealer in an early-morning burglary when the perpetrators
broke a window to gain entrance."

A major problem with stolen firearms is that they are often used to perpetrate crimes.
In January 2021, a 30-year-old man was killed in St. Louis with a firearm that had
been stolen in Jefferson County.” During that same month, a stolen gun was used
against police officers in Columbia.” Guns stolen from dealers with a federal firearms
license are also recovered in crimes across the state. Annual reports from the U.S.
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives show that from 2012 to 2019,
close to 400 guns that were reported as stolen or lost from federally licensed firearms

dealers were subsequently recovered after a crime in the state of Missouri.*

This issue brief examines the association between the removal of PTP laws in
Missouri and gun theft—a difficult task because part of the gap in research on stolen
firearms can be attributed to limited data. The author found a statistically signifi-
cant association between the repeal of the PTP law and an increase in gun theft in
Missouri, which can be attributed to an increase in overall levels of handgun own-
ership in the state. Another possibility is an increase in the demand of unlicensed
gun sales that no longer required a permit to purchase or a background check, likely
fueled by individuals prohibited by law from purchasing a firearm. This generated
opportunities to sell stolen firearms at venues such as gun shows or online sales. In
one such incident in November 2021, two men were arrested for possession of sto-

len firearms and on attempts to sell one of those guns to a juvenile via Facebook.s

This association was not found in neighboring states that had not changed their PTP
laws. At the same time, the author found the opposite effect—a decrease in guns sto-
len—in Connecticut, which implemented PTP laws in the mid-1990s. This analysis
lends additional support to efforts to enact gun licensing or PTP laws at the state
and federal level, as this policy has not only been proven to reduce gun deaths but is
also linked to lower levels of gun theft.

The repeal of Missouri’s PTP law is
associated with an increase in gun theft

To conduct this analysis, the author looked at the FBI’s datasets on stolen and
recovered property in Missouri from 1994, 12 years before the repeal of the PTP law,
through 2019, 12 years after the law’s repeal. These datasets compile information
from most police agencies in the states and report on the value of different catego-
ries of stolen property. One of those categories includes the value of stolen firearms.
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The author used the annual figures of the value of stolen firearms and conducted a
series of means test analyses.

First, the author examined the overall annual value of stolen firearms compiled by
the FBI from police agencies in Missouri from 1996 through 2019, controlling for
inflation across the years and using 2019 as the base year.”® The real annual aver-
age value of stolen firearms from 1996 through 2007 was $3.1 million. This average
rose to $4.3 million from 2008 through 2019—a 38 percent increase. A means test
analysis shows that the average difference was statistically significant. This suggests
that the total value of stolen firearms after the removal of the PTP law increased
substantially, which in turn suggests that more guns were stolen.

FIGURE 1
Gun theft increased in Missouri after 2007
Value of stolen property reported by 19 local agencies and four sheriff's offices in Missouri, 1996-2019
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Source: Center for American Progress analysis of Jacob Kaplan, “Jacob Kaplan's Concatenated Files: Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program Data: Property Stolen and Recovered (Supplement
to Return A) 1960-2019” (Ann Arbor: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, 2019), available at https://www.openicpsr.org/openicpsr/project/105403/version/V5/view.

However, an important limitation to the FBI’s datasets on stolen property is that
police agencies provide partial data or no information at all. To address this con-
cern, the author filtered the data to select information from those police agencies—
both local police departments and sheriff’s offices—that provided information for
all months from 1996 through 2019.” Based on data from 19 police departments and
four sherift’s offices in Missouri,* Figure 1 shows that the value of stolen firearms
increased drastically after 2007. While the annual average value of stolen firearms
reported by these agencies from 1996 through 2007 was close to $517,000, this aver-
age increased to $733,000 from 2008 through 2019—a 42 percent increase. A means
test analysis shows that this difference was statistically significant.

Additionally, the CAP analyzed trends in the value of stolen goods that were not

firearms. The author looked at figures from the same agencies that reported full
data across the years and analyzed the value of the other categories of stolen goods.
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These categories included jewelry, clothes, and furniture, among other things. The
annual average value of stolen property (excluding firearms) from 1996 through
2007 was $58 million and fell to $53 million from 2008 through 2019—an 8 percent
decrease. (see Figure 1) In other words, while gun theft increased substantially
after 2007, this was not accompanied by a similar increase in the value of other
stolen property in Missouri, suggesting that any changes during 2007 only affected
gun theft.

FIGURE 2
Gun theft decreased in Connecticut after 1995

Average value of stolen firearms reported by 19 local agencies in Connecticut, 1980-2011
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Source: Center for American Progress analysis of Jacob Kaplan, “Jacob Kaplan’s Concatenated Files: Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program
Data: Property Stolen and Recovered (Supplement to Return A) 1960-2019” (Ann Arbor: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social
Research, 2019), available at https://www.openicpsr.org/openicpsr/project/105403/version/V5/view.

Moreover, CAP conducted a similar analysis from 1996 through 2019 for the neigh-
boring states of Iowa and Nebraska.* For Iowa, CAP analyzed data from the 23
local police departments and five sherift’s offices that reported complete data. For
Nebraska, the author looked at data from 11 local police departments and one sher-
iff’s office. While the average annual value of stolen firearms in Iowa was $210,000
from 1996 through 2007, this average rose to $253,00 from 2008 through 2019—a
20 percent increase. In Nebraska, the average annual value of stolen firearms was
$65,000 from 1996 through 2007 and rose slightly to $66,000 from 2008 through
2019—a 1 percent increase. Neither of these increases were statistically significant.
While agencies in Missouri saw a significant increase in the value of stolen firearms

in this period, this was not reflected across agencies in neighboring states.

Finally, the author analyzed the value of stolen firearms in Connecticut from 1980,
16 years before the implementation of its PTP law in October 1995, through 2011,
16 years after the law’s implementation.”” The author looked at data from the

19 local police agencies that reported complete data for those years, controlling
for inflation and using 2019 as the base year to keep consistent with the analysis
above. While the average annual value of stolen firearms from 1980 through 1995
was $191,000, this average fell to $107,000 from 1996 through 2011—a 44 percent
decrease. (see Figure 2) A means test analysis showed that this difference was
significant. Overall, data from local police agencies suggest that the value of stolen
firearms in Connecticut fell after the implementation of PTP laws, a direct contrast
to the effect observed in Missouri.
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Conclusion

In addition to the rise in gun deaths—both suicides and homicides—as well as gun
trafficking in Missouri, data suggest that the removal of the PTP law could have
contributed to a rise in gun theft. This could be attributed to an overall increase in
handgun ownership or to a rise of unlicensed gun sales in venues where stolen guns
can easily be sold undetected. While police agencies in Missouri saw a significant
increase in the value of stolen firearms after 2007, this was not followed by a rise in
other property theft in the state or in the rise of gun theft reported by police agen-
cies in other states. Additionally, data from Connecticut further support the poten-
tial benefits of implementing PTP laws. While police agencies in Missouri saw an
increase in gun theft after the removal of its PTP law, police agencies in Connecticut
saw a decrease in gun theft after its own PTP law was implemented.

Missouri should consider reinstating its PTP law to reduce gun violence and fire-
arm theft. However, policymakers should implement complementary measures as
well. Since carrying firearms in public spaces increases the likelihood of gun theft,
the state should require a license to carry open or concealed firearms as well. This
requirement should include training on safe-storage practices. Additionally, as
illustrated with the example of stolen firearms in St. Louis, firearms can be taken
from federally licensed firearms dealers who are easy targets for burglaries. Missouri
should require a state-level license to operate an FFL dealership. This license should
require security measures such as window protection systems and the locking of
firearms after business hours.

Furthermore, the author acknowledges that there are limitations to this analysis.
Given limited data, this issue brief only focused on information reported by some
agencies. In this regard, the author urges support for better FBI data compilation
around stolen firearms. That the author analyzed the value of stolen property and
not the absolute figures presents another limitation. While it is possible that the
price of firearms increased or that more expensive weapons were being stolen in the
state, the fact that the average value did not increase in neighboring states limits
this explanation. Regardless, in addition to the value of stolen firearms, reports in
Missouri should include the absolute number of stolen firearms. Ideally, the data
could be further broken down by types of firearms, such as handguns and rifles.

Evidence has already showed that by removing its PTP law, Missouri endangered
its population. The evidence in this brief further supports that argument by reveal-
ing a strong link between the repeal of the state’s PTP laws and gun theft. Missouri
can and should do more to protect its citizens. Finally, evidence from Missouri and
Connecticut highlight the importance of implementing permit-to-purchase licens-
ees. Other states should follow Connecticut’s example and pass similar measures.
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Methodology

CAP conducted a series of additional analyses to test the robustness of the results
presented in this issue brief. For example, Missouri further weakened its gun laws

in 2016 by passing a law that allowed for permitless carry. This is perhaps why 2017
presented the highest value of stolen firearms. To remove the potential effect of this
law on the analysis, the author compared the average annual value of stolen firearms
from 1996 through 2007 with the average annual value of stolen firearms from 2008
through 2016—a period that followed the removal of the PTP law but preceded the
implementation of permitless carry. The average value of stolen firearms from 2008
through 2016 was $643,000—24 percent higher than the average annual value of
stolen firearms from 1996 through 2007. This difference was also statistically signifi-
cant based on a means test analysis. This suggests that even before the implementa-
tion of permitless carry, the removal of PTP had an effect on the volume of stolen
firearms in Missouri.

CAP ran an analysis on the value of stolen firearms reported by the 19 police
departments and four sheriff’s offices in Missouri from 1996 through 2019 without
controlling for inflation. Results resembled those reported above. Finally, CAP
conducted an analysis with data from all agencies in Connecticut, regardless of
whether they reported complete data. Again, results resemble the analysis from the
19 local police agencies.
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