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Gun trafficking—the movement of guns from legal to illegal streams of commerce, 
which occurs both within states and across state lines—is a major problem in the 
United States. Indeed, trafficked firearms are increasingly turning up at crime 
scenes and, as a result, are a major driver of violent crime.

This fact sheet provides both data that point to the growing problem of gun  
trafficking and policy solutions for elected leaders to consider as they work to 
combat the crisis. 

Gun trafficking from states with weaker gun laws drives violent 
crime in states with stronger gun laws

	■ According to the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), 
more than 600,000 crime guns that were traced from 2010 to 2020 originated 
from a different state than the one in which they were recovered.1

	■ From 2016 to 2020, 75 percent of crime guns recovered across state lines 
originated from states with no background check laws.2 

	■ ATF data show that 79 percent of crime guns recovered in the state of New York 
during 2019 and 81 percent of guns recovered during 2020 originated from out  
of state.3 

	■ Nearly two-thirds of crime guns recovered in Chicago come from out of state.4 
	■ More than two-thirds of crime guns recovered in Baltimore come from out of state.5 

Key data indicate gun trafficking is getting worse

	■ The number of out-of-state crime guns recovered in New York rose nearly 10 
percent from 2010 to 2020.

	■ There has recently been a rise in short time-to-crime guns (STCGs), firearms that 
are purchased and used to perpetrate a crime within a relatively short period of 
time—usually within six months or less:
	■ From 2019 to 2020, guns that had a “time to crime” of six months or less rose by 
90 percent, while the number of guns with a time to crime of a year or more rose 
by only 1 percent.6

To learn more, read the 
accompanying column:

“The United States Must 
Address Its Gun Trafficking 
Crisis”

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.americanprogress.org%2Farticle%2Fthe-united-states-must-address-its-gun-trafficking-crisis&data=05%7C01%7Csbonitatibus%40americanprogress.org%7Cf95fed4a01ab467b84ab08da4edb6009%7C08d3764b1fe74bfca5514415fd4cfab2%7C0%7C0%7C637909001439255551%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dZzIZo4rMsB1NuvsnyXUvIB1T9amnnENYBvvfGpgzXs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.americanprogress.org%2Farticle%2Fthe-united-states-must-address-its-gun-trafficking-crisis&data=05%7C01%7Csbonitatibus%40americanprogress.org%7Cf95fed4a01ab467b84ab08da4edb6009%7C08d3764b1fe74bfca5514415fd4cfab2%7C0%7C0%7C637909001439255551%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dZzIZo4rMsB1NuvsnyXUvIB1T9amnnENYBvvfGpgzXs%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.americanprogress.org%2Farticle%2Fthe-united-states-must-address-its-gun-trafficking-crisis&data=05%7C01%7Csbonitatibus%40americanprogress.org%7Cf95fed4a01ab467b84ab08da4edb6009%7C08d3764b1fe74bfca5514415fd4cfab2%7C0%7C0%7C637909001439255551%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dZzIZo4rMsB1NuvsnyXUvIB1T9amnnENYBvvfGpgzXs%3D&reserved=0
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Licensed rogue gun dealers contribute to gun trafficking and 
violent crime but are rarely held accountable

	■ An analysis of 2,000 gun dealer inspections that reported violations from 2015 
to 2017 found that more than half of the dealers sold firearms without a proper 
background check:
	■ Of these, ​​more than 200 gun dealers sold firearms to individuals who 
acknowledged that they were prohibited by law to purchase a firearm.7

	■ Only 3 percent of these licensed dealers had their licenses revoked.8

Elected leaders can take several actions now to address gun 
trafficking 

	■ Congress must confirm President Joe Biden’s nomination for ATF director, as the 
agency has not had a permanent director since 2015.

	■ Congress must pass bills to repeal the Tiahrt Amendment, a series of policy riders 
that prevent the release of gun crime tracing data.9

	■ Background checks should be required for all gun sales, including those that occur 
at gun shows:
	■ ATF has identified gun shows as a common channel for trafficking.10

	■ Stronger security requirements should be imposed for licensed gun dealers to 
prevent theft:
	■ An ATF report indicated that 97,000 firearms were reported as missing from 
federal firearm licensees (FFLs) from 2012 to 2021.11 

	■ From 2012 to 2019, 17,000 recovered crime guns were reported as stolen or 
missing from licensed gun dealers.12

	■ Gun owners should be required to report their lost or stolen firearms to law 
enforcement:
	■ Every year, close to 380,000 firearms are stolen in the United States.13

	■ One study reported a nearly 50 percent reduction in trafficking activity because 
of “lost and stolen reporting laws.”14 

Conclusion

The data are clear: Gun trafficking from states with weaker gun laws to states with 
stricter gun laws is a major contributor to the rise in crime. Implementing com-
monsense gun laws such as background checks on all gun sales, laws to prevent 
theft, and improved gun tracing data are just a few ways to curb gun crime in the 
United States.

https://www.thetrace.org/2021/05/atf-inspection-report-gun-store-ffl-violation/
https://www.menendez.senate.gov/newsroom/press/sen-menendez-rep-lee-reintroduce-bicameral-bill-to-end-nra-backed-ban-on-preservation-disclosure-of-gun-records
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