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In the highly contentious debate about the appropri-
ate scope of gun laws, it is important to keep in mind
two propositions that almost all sides agree on. First,
the vast majority of gun owners in this country are
law-abiding citizens; most gun crimes are committed
by a small minority of the gun-owning population.
Second, gun laws must be designed to keep firearms
away from the criminal minority without infringing
on the rights of the law-abiding majority.  

One such law that has won broad support among
both advocates for stricter gun laws and gun rights
advocates is the requirement that federally licensed
gun dealers conduct background checks on all pur-
chasers.  Under federal law, felons, domestic violence
misdemeanants, and other categories of individuals
are prohibited from possessing or purchasing
firearms.  Background checks identify these “prohib-
ited purchasers,” helping to keep guns out of the
hands of those most likely to use them in crimes.
Nevertheless, thousands of guns make their way into
the hands of such prohibited possessors through an
illegal market.  This report looks at how guns move
from the legal to the illegal marketplace – and into
the hands of criminals. 

Different researchers have come to a variety of con-
clusions on the broad question of the relationship
between gun regulation and crime.  A number of
studies have suggested that oversight of gun dealers,
regulation of private gun sales, and aggressive
enforcement of illegal gun possession laws can
reduce crime rates.1 Others have suggested that eas-
ing access to guns can drive crime down by deterring
criminals and contend that precautionary regula-
tions, such as those at gun shows, do not lead to
reductions in crime rates.2

This report – the first of its kind – examines a more
focused question: What is the relationship between a
state’s gun regulations and the likelihood that it will be a

source of guns recovered in out-of-state crimes?  While all
states operate under the same federal gun laws, many
states have enacted a series of additional laws – such as
background checks on all gun show sales, mandatory
reporting of lost and stolen guns to police, and state
gun dealer inspections – to choke off the illegal mar-
ket and reduce criminal access to guns.  The states
that have not enacted these additional regulations, or
others beyond federal law, have comparatively weak
gun laws. This report begins to shed light on the inter-
state marketplace for illegal guns and suggests that it
flourishes in states with weaker laws.

Part One of the report explains how this analysis is
possible, whereas less than two years ago it was not.
The key to unlocking the relationship between gun
laws and the movement of crime guns lies in “trace
data,” which refers to the tracing of a gun’s origins.
Such traces occur when law enforcement officers
recover guns used in crimes and request that the
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives
(ATF) conduct an investigation to identify the origi-
nal retail seller and buyer of the gun.  When aggregat-
ed, trace data also provides a wealth of information
about the buyers, dealers, and geographic areas that are
associated with guns used in crimes across the country.

Part Two uses trace data to identify the scope of inter-
state trafficking of crime guns and to highlight the top
source states for interstate crime guns. 

Part Three analyzes which states “export” crime guns to
other states at the highest rates, on the basis of both
population and gun sales volume.  These export rates
identify states that are outliers as sources of crime guns
– states that are either major or minor sources of inter-
state crime guns.  On the basis of population, ten states
–West Virginia, Mississippi, South Carolina, Kentucky,
Alabama, Virginia, Georgia, Indiana, Nevada, and
North Carolina – supply interstate crime guns at a rate
two and a half times the national average.

Executive Summary
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Part Four seeks to answer the question of why some
states export crime guns at higher rates by comparing
the average export rates of states that have enacted
specific gun laws to the export rates of states that have
not. In doing so, it finds a strong relationship between
high crime gun export rates and the absence of certain
state gun laws.  Five such laws are examined, and the
report finds that the ten states that supply interstate
crime guns at the highest rates have, on average, 0.6
of these regulations in place, compared to 3.4 in the
ten states that supply interstate crime guns at the low-
est rates – five times higher than the states with the
highest export rates. 

Part Five examines the relationship of a state’s crime
gun exports to its crime gun imports and finds that
states with high crime gun export rates typically
export far more guns than they import. This finding
bolsters the notion that, within states with high
export rates, ready access to crime guns reduces the
need for crime gun imports.  

Part Six examines the relationship between export
rates and gun murder rates, finding that states with
the highest crime gun export rates suffer from 59%
more gun murders than the states with the lowest
crime gun export rates.  In addition, these high export
states suffer nearly three times as many fatal shootings
of police officers as states that are the least frequent
suppliers of guns trafficked across state lines.

This report’s conclusion summarizes how the pre-
ceding analysis sheds light on a decades-old debate
about the nature of the illegal gun market.  Many
law enforcement officials have long maintained that
a pattern of illegal gun trafficking exists between
states.  For example, there has been much discussion
of an “Iron Pipeline” through which guns from
states in the Southeast are trafficked into the hands
of criminals in Mid-Atlantic and Northeast cities
along Interstate 95.3 This report confirms these

accounts, suggesting there is an interstate illegal gun
market driven, at least in part, by the relative ease of
access to guns in particular states. The key finding
of this report is that states that supply crime
guns at the highest rates have comparatively
weak gun regulations. This association strongly
suggests that gun traffickers favor these states as
sources. 
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There are any number of ways in which a gun may enter
the illegal market. According to the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), virtually all
guns that are recovered in crimes were originally sold by
licensed dealers or other federal firearms licensees
(FFLs).4 These guns may enter the illegal market because
of robberies that occur in homes, cars, or dealers’ stores –
or because a gun dealer or dealer employee: (1) fails to
follow background check requirements; (2) sells to a
“straw purchaser,” someone who purchases a gun on
behalf of a prohibited purchaser; or (3) sells guns under
the table without any background checks. Guns may also
enter the black market through sales by non-licensed
dealers at gun shows; such dealers are not required to per-
form background checks under federal law.

When a gun is recovered from a crime scene, law
enforcement can call in its manufacturer and serial
number to the ATF, which can then trace the gun’s
movement from the manufacturer to the wholesaler to
the retail outlet to the first purchaser.  This informa-
tion is called “crime gun trace data.”  Trace data can
be a critical element of criminal investigations, and,
when aggregated, trace data allows law enforcement to
identify trends in the illegal market and even the
routes that traffickers tend to use. 

Appendix II to this report describes in further detail
how the tracing process works.

Crime gun trace data is enormously useful to federal,
state, and local law enforcement in the investigation
of individual crimes.5 Trace data can lead law enforce-
ment to the perpetrator of the crime in cases where a
gun is recovered but the perpetrator is not immediately
known. Last year, for example, ATF traced 141,577
recovered guns, including guns used in murders,
armed robberies, and drug crimes.

When aggregated, trace data can also identify gun
traffickers and gun dealers who may not be following
the law.6 ATF and local law enforcement routinely
use trace data to identify trafficking sources and

trends.  For example, over a two and a half year period,
ATF found that it used trace data in 60% of all gun traf-
ficking investigations.7 More broadly, trace data can also
identify trafficking patterns across a region and across the
nation, helping law enforcement map where guns are
originating from and where they end up being used in
crimes.  Trace data analysis enables law enforcement to
identify the states that supply crime guns – source states
– and the states where crime guns from other states are
recovered – recovery states.8 Interstate trafficking pat-
terns can be established when a large number of guns
that were purchased in one state are recovered in crimes
in another state.

This report examines trace data to answer three key
questions:

1. Which states disproportionately supply guns used
in crimes in other states? 

2. Do states that disproportionately supply guns
used in out-of-state crimes have gun regulations
that are different from states that are not major
sources of crime guns?

3. Do states that are major sources of interstate crime
guns also suffer higher rates of in-state gun mur-
ders, including fatal shootings of police officers?

The analysis in this report is only possible because,
after a lag of six years, ATF has once again begun
releasing reports based on aggregated gun trace data.
In August 2007 and May 2008, ATF released trace
data collected respectively in 2006 and 2007.9 ATF
had regularly released such trace data reports for years.
However, a 2004 change to annual Congressional
appropriations riders known as the “Tiahrt
Amendments” prohibited ATF from releasing these
reports.  Only after a national campaign by a coalition
of Mayors Against Illegal Guns and more than 30
police organizations did Congress relax some of these
restrictions in 2007.  While significant restrictions
still remain on access to trace data, the resumption of
ATF’s release of limited data in public reports paved
the way for this analysis.

Part One: the importance of trace data
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Part Two: the scope of interstate trafficking of crime guns

In 2006, ATF traced and identified the source states
of 141,380 guns. In 2007, 141,577 guns were traced
to source states.  In both 2006 and 2007, three in ten
of these guns crossed state lines before they were
recovered in crimes.  Moreover, ATF reported in 2000
that 44% of its trafficking investigations involved
interstate trafficking.10

When such a large percentage of crime guns origi-
nate out-of-state, it raises two fundamental ques-
tions about the illegal market: Is the market dispro-
portionately supplied by particular states? And if so,
what distinguishes those states – called “source
states” – from other states that have far fewer guns

being used in out-of-state crimes?  The second ques-
tion will be tackled in Part Four of this report, but
answering the first question requires only a look at the
2006 and 2007 trace data, which show that some
states are disproportionate sources of illegally traf-
ficked guns. In analyzing that data, two alarming
findings emerge:

• In 2007, just ten states supplied more than half of
the guns that crossed state lines before being recovered
in crimes.

• The ten states that supply crime guns at the highest
rates do so at roughly 17 times the rate of the ten
states with the lowest crime gun export rates. 
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ATF trace data shows that 42,450 guns crossed state
lines before being recovered in crimes in 2007. For
34,127 of these guns, ATF identified the state where
the guns were originally purchased. Just ten states
accounted for the majority of these guns – 57%
(19,616 guns).

This pattern is similar to 2006, when ten states
accounted for 19,946 guns, or 57%, of the 35,223
guns from identified out-of-state sources. In addi-
tion, the top source states remained remarkably
consistent between 2006 and 2007. Nine of the top
crime gun source states in 2006 remained among
the top ten in 2007.

It is important to note that these figures represent the
raw numbers of recovered crime guns that cross state
lines.  States with larger populations and states with
greater gun sales volumes may be expected to be a
source of more crime guns.  Therefore, to more accu-
rately determine which states are disproportionate
suppliers of interstate crime guns, two different con-
trols were applied: population and the volume of
background checks, the latter of which is a rough
proxy for gun sales volume.

States in red were among the top ten out-of-state crime gun suppliers in both 2006 and 2007. 
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Controlling for Population

By controlling for population, one can determine the
rate at which each state “exports” or supplies guns that
are recovered in crimes in other states. Crime gun export
rates measure the total number of traced guns that are
purchased from gun dealers in one state but recovered in
another, controlling for the population of the state
where the gun was purchased. In this way, the crime gun
export rate identifies which states are the largest per
capita suppliers of guns recovered in out-of-state crimes. 

As the table below shows, some states have far higher
crime gun export rates than others. In 2007, the
national crime gun export rate was 11.3 guns exported
per 100,000 inhabitants. The ten states with the highest
export rates averaged 27.8 per 100,000 inhabitants.
This is 17 times greater than the ten states with the low-
est export rates, which averaged 1.6 crime guns per
100,000 inhabitants.  

Appendix III provides maps showing the destination
of guns from the ten states that exported guns at the
highest rates in 2007.

Part Three: identifying the rate at which states “export” crime guns

States in red indicate the ten
states with the highest rate of guns
recovered in out-of-state crimes.

States in green indicate the ten
states with the lowest rate of guns
recovered in out-of-state crimes.
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States in red indicate the top ten
sources of crime guns identified by
using population as a control.  

States in green indicate the lowest
ten sources of crime guns identified
by using population as a control. 

*This analysis uses 2005 NICS
data for Kentucky, while using
2007 data for all other states,
because it appears Kentucky
changed the state practice in 2006
by using NICS to recheck concealed
carry permit holders every month,
vastly inflating the number of
NICS checks conducted in
Kentucky in 2006 and 2007.  

Controlling for NICS Checks 

The Federal Bureau of Investigations’ NICS (National
Instant Criminal Background Check System) is the
mechanism through which FFLs conduct background
checks on every gun sale.  State-by-state data about the
number of background checks performed by NICS pro-
vides something of a proxy for gun sales by FFLs. While
NICS data is a less than perfect match, especially because
some states use NICS for purposes other than gun sales
by FFLs (such as checks for concealed carry permit appli-
cants),11 it does provide an approximation of gun sales by
state.  In fact, eight of the ten states with the highest
crime gun export rates, when controlling for population,

remain among the ten states with the highest crime gun
export rates, when controlling for NICS checks.12 Six of
the ten states with the lowest crime gun export rates,
when controlling for population, remain among the ten
states with the lowest crime gun export rates, when con-
trolling for NICS checks.  The four states not included
in the bottom ten under this analysis still remain well
below the national export rate average.13

Although NICS data offers a sound method of estimat-
ing export rates based on gun sales, because of the varia-
tions among the states regarding its use, this report relies
primarily on population as the control when conducting
the analyses that follow.
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To understand the relationship between illegal gun
laws and crime gun export rates, this report examines
five different gun laws and the differences in crime
gun export rates among states that have these regula-
tions and states that do not: 

(1) Closing the gun show loophole or requiring uni-
versal background checks; 
(2) Purchase permits for all handgun sales; 
(3) Mandatory reporting of lost and stolen guns to
law enforcement;
(4) State laws that allow local jurisdictions to regulate
firearms; and
(5) Dealer inspections. 

These five laws were selected based on discussions
with mayors, policy-makers, and current and former
federal, state, and local law enforcement officials.
Also, some of these laws address what ATF has identi-

fied as major sources of crime guns, including unli-
censed dealers at gun shows and lost or stolen guns.14

Further research should be done in order to determine
which other regulations may be associated with lower
crime gun export rates.    

In each of the five cases, there proves to be a strong
association between illegal gun laws and crime gun
export rates. States that have high crime gun export
rates – i.e., states that are top sources of guns recov-
ered in crimes across state lines – tend to have com-
paratively weak gun laws.  The analysis that follows
relies primarily on per-capita export rates. However,
when NICS checks are used as the control instead of
population, a similar relationship is found with four
of the five gun laws.  Only dealer inspections do not
exhibit the same association with lower crime gun
export rates when controlling for NICS checks. 

Part Four: the relationship between export rates 
and particular gun laws
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(1) Background Checks for All
Handgun Sales at Gun Shows: 

States that do not require background checks for all
handgun sales at gun shows have an average crime
gun export rate that is about twice the rate of states
that do require such background checks.

Under federal law, both federally licensed firearms deal-
ers (FFLs) and unlicensed private sellers are permitted to
sell firearms at gun shows. Licensed dealers are required
to run background checks to identify prohibited pur-
chasers and maintain sales records for all firearm trans-
actions, including at gun shows.15 However, persons
who maintain that they sell guns only occasionally – pri-
vate, unlicensed sellers – are currently exempt from
these federal background check and sales record reten-
tion requirements at all locations, including gun shows.

This so-called “gun show loophole” allows individuals
who are prohibited from possessing or purchasing
firearms, such as convicted felons and persons with
mental illness, to sidestep the background check and
obtain guns from unlicensed sellers at gun shows.  A
2000 ATF report found gun shows to be involved
with the trafficking of approximately 26,000 firearms
over a two and a half year period.  This figure repre-
sents 30% of all guns identified in federal criminal traf-
ficking cases over that period.16

Nine states and the District of Columbia require some
form of background check for all handgun sales at gun
shows. These include:

• states with universal background checks, which
include background checks for all gun sales
regardless of the type of gun or venue of sale:
California, District of Columbia, and Rhode
Island;17

• states with background checks for handgun sales
regardless of venue: Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and
Maryland;18

• states that require background checks for all sales
at gun shows, regardless of the type of gun:
Illinois, New York, Colorado, and Oregon;19

This report uses the broadest definition to include all
of these states in the category of states with back-
ground checks for all handgun sales at gun shows. 

The national crime gun export rate is 11.3 crime gun
exports per 100,000 inhabitants.20 States that require
background checks for all handgun sales at gun shows
have an average crime gun export rate of 5.7 per
100,000 inhabitants – about half the national average.
States that do not have any background check require-
ments at gun shows have an average crime gun export
rate of 13.0, which is more than two times the rate of
states that have these requirements. 

Moreover, none of the ten states with the highest
crime gun export rates require background checks for
all handgun sales at gun shows.
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(2) Purchase Permits: 

States that require purchase permits for all handgun
sales export crime guns at less than one-third the rate
of states that do not.

Some states require prospective gun buyers to obtain
a license or permit before purchasing a firearm from a
licensed dealer. Such purchase permits are mandated
in an effort to ensure compliance with gun safety laws
and to decrease illegal gun sales by verifying in advance
that all buyers are legally eligible to purchase or possess
a gun under local, state and federal law.

Purchase permit requirements vary widely between
states, but they typically involve further scrutiny from
local or state police, above and beyond the federal
requirements for background checks. There are 11 states
that require purchase permits for all handgun sales from
licensed gun dealers.21 Among these 11 states, four
states require purchase permits for all firearms (Hawaii,
Illinois, Massachusetts, New Jersey)22 and seven states
require purchase permits for handguns only (California,
Connecticut, Iowa, Michigan, New York, North
Carolina, Rhode Island).23
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States that require purchase permits for all handgun sales
have a significantly lower crime gun export rate than
states that do not.  The national crime gun export rate is
11.3 crime gun exports per 100,000 inhabitants. The
average crime gun export rate among the 11 states that
require purchase permits is 4.6 crime gun exports per
100,000 inhabitants – 60% below the national average.

Conversely, the crime gun export rate for states that do
not require purchase permits is 15.3 – more than three
times the rate of states that require purchase permits. 

Moreover, only one of the ten states with the highest
crime gun export rates requires purchase permits for
handgun purchases.
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(3) Reporting Lost or Stolen Guns: 

States that require gun owners to report lost or
stolen guns to law enforcement export crime guns at
less than one-third the rate of states that do not
require such reporting.

Thousands of criminals use guns that have been lost
or stolen from legitimate owners.  One study estimat-
ed that about 500,000 guns are lost by, or stolen from,
gun owners each year.24 Requiring a gun owner to
report a lost or stolen gun to law enforcement is

intended to deter trafficking. For example, if several
crime guns are traced to a trafficking suspect, then lost
and stolen reporting requirements make it much more
difficult for that suspect to later make claims that his
or her guns were stolen.  In such cases, reporting
requirements can help law enforcement more easily
identify and prosecute gun traffickers. 

Seven states (Connecticut, Massachusetts, Michigan,
New Jersey, New York, Ohio, and Rhode Island)25

and the District of Columbia26 require gun owners to
report their guns lost or stolen to law enforcement. 
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The national crime gun export rate is 11.3 crime gun
exports per 100,000 inhabitants. The average crime
gun export rate among the seven states and the
District of Columbia that require reporting lost and
stolen guns is 4.2 crime gun exports per 100,000
inhabitants. In contrast, the average crime gun
export rate among states that do not require report-
ing lost and stolen guns is 13.1 crime gun exports
per 100,000 inhabitants, which is three times the
rate of states with these requirements. 

Moreover, none of the ten states with the highest
crime gun export rates require reporting of lost or
stolen guns.



4) Local Control of Firearms
Regulations: 

States that allow cities to enact their own gun laws
export crime guns at roughly one-fifth the rate of
states that preempt local control of gun laws in cities.

State “preemption” refers to the practice of a state lim-
iting the home-rule powers of its local governments,
i.e., cities and counties.  Forty-two states have adopted
preemption statutes, which substantially or wholly
limit the authority of local government to regulate
firearms. Six states and the District of Columbia, 

however, do not have preemption statutes expressly
limiting the authority of local government to regu-
late firearms (Connecticut, Hawaii, Illinois,
Massachusetts, New Jersey, and New York).27

California and Nebraska expressly preempt local
firearms regulation in limited areas, such as registra-
tion or licensing,28 but local governments in both
states retain broad authority to regulate firearms out-
side these areas.  This analysis grouped California
and Nebraska with the other six states and the
District of Columbia that do not have preemption
statutes to create a category of states that have broad
local control of firearms regulation. 

16 the movement of illegal guns in america
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On average, states export crime guns at a rate of 11.3
per 100,000 inhabitants. The eight states and the
District of Columbia that do not expressly preempt
local firearms regulations for most circumstances,
have an average crime export rate of 3.3 per 100,000
inhabitants. In contrast, states that preempt local con-
trol have an average crime gun export rate of 14.8 per
100,000 inhabitants – more than four times the rate
of states with local control. 

Moreover, none of the ten states with the highest
crime gun export rates allow for local control of gun
regulations.
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(5) State Inspection of Gun Dealers: 

States that do not require or permit inspections of
gun dealers export crime guns at a rate that is 50
percent greater than the average export rate of
states with these regulations.

ATF is generally permitted, under current federal law,
to conduct a maximum of one inspection per year of
federally licensed dealers (FFLs) to ensure compliance
with all federal laws.29 In practice, however, ATF
reported in 2007 that it only inspects a dealer once
every 17 years, on average.30

To achieve greater oversight of dealers, several states
have inspection laws that allow or require state
authorities to supplement the federal ATF inspec-
tions. These laws can allow and sometimes require
state law enforcement to compare a dealer’s sales
records with the store’s inventory on a regular basis.
Such routine inspections provide law enforcement
with more opportunities to uncover dealers in viola-
tion of the law.  They also help identify dealers who
exercise lax oversight over their inventory, and may
lead to improved compliance with federal, state, and
local laws. Twenty-three states and the District of
Columbia allow or require state inspections in addi-
tion to federal inspections.31
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The 23 states and the District of Columbia that per-
mit or require state inspections of gun dealers have
lower crime gun export rates than states that do not
allow or require state inspections. The average crime
gun export rate of these 23 states and the District of
Columbia is 9.4 per 100,000 inhabitants. Conversely,
the average crime gun export rate of the states that do
not require or allow state inspection of gun dealers is
14.2 exports per 100,000 inhabitants – 50% greater
than states with state inspections. 

Moreover, five of the ten states with the highest
crime gun export rates permit or mandate dealer
inspections.
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Summary: Lax Illegal Gun Laws are
Associated with High Crime Gun
Export Rates

As the summary chart below indicates, states that have
strong illegal gun regulations have significantly lower
crime gun export rates, on a per capita basis, than states
with comparatively weak illegal gun regulations.  The
enactment of each of these regulations is associated with

lower crime gun export rates.  In fact, three of these regu-
lations are associated with crime gun export rates that are
less than one-third the rates of states without these regu-
lations.  A fourth regulation – closing the gun show loop-
hole – is associated with export rates that are less than half
that of states without this regulation. This demonstrates a
strong connection between gun laws and reductions in
the movement of crime guns across state lines.  

States that have enacted these regulations

States that have not enacted these regulations
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This strong association also holds true when control-
ling for NICS checks, a rough proxy for gun sales. As
shown below, four of the five state laws continue to be
associated with lower rates of crime gun exports.  In
fact, two of the five measures – local control of

firearms regulations and purchase permit require-
ments – are associated with crime gun export rates
that are less than half the crime gun export rate of
states without these measures.

States that have enacted these regulations

States that have not enacted these regulations
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Finally, the chart below shows the extent to which
each of the 50 states, and the District of Columbia,
have enacted the five regulations examined in this
report.  The ten states with the lowest crime gun
export rates (using population as a control) have

enacted, on average, 3.4 of the five regulations, which
is over five times the average of the ten states with the
highest crime gun export rates that have enacted an
average of only 0.6 of the five regulations. 



23a report from mayors against illegal guns

The comparisons of state laws and export rates suggest
that criminals and traffickers favor certain states as
sources for crime guns.  If ease of criminal access to
guns is driving high export rates, then one would
expect that states that export many guns tend to
import few guns.  In other words, if guns are easy to
acquire in a particular state, then one would expect
that there would not be a high demand among crim-
inals for guns from neighboring or far away states.  This
pattern is, in fact, what one sees when comparing with-
in a state the number of recovered guns originating
from out-of-state sources versus in-state sources. 

As demonstrated in the chart below, on average, in the
ten states with the highest crime gun export rates, just
25% of guns recovered in crimes “at home” had been
originally purchased in other states.  Meanwhile, in
the ten states with the lowest export rates, 54% of
guns recovered in crimes “at home” originate from
out-of-state dealers.  This finding supports the idea
that differences in the ease of criminal access to guns
may account for differences in export rates. 

Part Five: the balance of trade for crime guns

The ten states with highest crime gun exports are West Virginia, Mississippi, South
Carolina, Kentucky, Alabama, Virginia, Georgia, Indiana, Nevada, and North Carolina. 

The ten states with the lowest crime gun export rates are Hawaii, District of Columbia,
New Jersey, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New York, Minnesota, Michigan, Connecticut,
and Iowa.
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States in red indicate the states with the highest crime gun export rates, based on population.

States in green indicate the states with the lowest crime gun export rates, based on population.

This pattern also holds true when one examines the
ratio of each state’s crime gun exports to its imports.
The table below presents the raw numbers of crime
gun exports and imports in each state.  It converts
these numbers into a ratio, which shows the relation-
ship between exports and imports among the states.
For example, in a state with a high ratio of exports to
imports, like West Virginia, roughly four guns are
exported for every one gun that is imported.  In a state
with a low ratio of exports to imports, like New Jersey,
for every gun that is exported, nearly 50 guns are
imported.  Six of the ten states with the highest crime
gun export rates are among the ten states with the
highest ratio of exports to imports.  Eight of the ten

states with the lowest export rates are among the ten
states with the lowest ratio of exports to imports. In
short, there are substantial trade imbalances in crime
guns among states. Some states stand out as major
exporters of crime guns, while other states stand out as
major importers of crime guns.

The imbalances between gun exports and gun imports
appear to confirm that criminals and traffickers favor
gun dealers in particular states as sources for guns.
Criminals who live in top export states appear better
able to acquire guns from their more plentiful in-state
sources and therefore may not rely as heavily on guns
trafficked across state lines.
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Gun Murders

States that export crime guns at high rates not only
pose problems for other states, but they also suffer
higher rates of gun murders than states with low
export rates.33 

In 2007, the FBI reported that the national gun murder
rate was 3.6 per 100,000 inhabitants.34 The average gun
murder rate among the ten states with the highest crime
gun export rate was 59% higher than the gun murder
rate of the ten states with the lowest crime gun export
rates: 4.3 and 2.7 per 100,000 inhabitants, respectively.  

Part Six: the relationship between export rates and gun murders
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Fatal Shootings of Police Officers

The same pattern also holds true when examining the
relationship between export rates and the fatal shoot-
ings of police officers.  According to the FBI, between
2000 and 2007, there were 390 fatal shootings of
police officers.35 During this eight-year period, the
national rate of fatal police shootings was 0.13 per
100,000 inhabitants.  As shown in the table below,
the average rate of fatal police shootings among the
ten states with the highest crime export rate is near-
ly three times that of the ten states with the lowest
crime gun export rates. 

In short, states that are the largest sources of interstate
crime guns are not only supplying other states with guns
that are used in crimes, but these states are also suffering
from significantly higher gun murder rates and fatal
shootings of police officers. 
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The purpose of this report is to describe previously
unreported trends in the movement of illegal guns
across state lines and to assess some of the factors
that may be driving these trends.  In aggregating the
state trace data reports released by ATF, this report
goes beyond the published efforts of the federal gov-
ernment to reveal and analyze trends in illegal
firearms trafficking. From this analysis, the follow-
ing conclusions can be drawn: 

• The rates at which states are sources for crime guns
vary significantly: The stark differences in crime
gun export rates appear to confirm the existence
of an interstate illegal gun market, where a
handful of states stand out as major sources for
crime guns.

• States with few or none of the five laws examined in
this report are more often the source of guns recovered
in out-of-state crimes than states with most or all of
these laws. States that export illegal guns at the
highest rates have comparatively weak gun laws.
This association between high crime gun export
rates and the absence of these laws suggests
criminals and gun traffickers favor states with-
out such laws.

• States that are the top sources of guns used in out-
of-state crimes also suffer from higher in-state gun
murder rates: States with high crime gun export
rates not only supply crime guns to other states,
but they themselves also suffer higher rates of
gun murders and fatal shootings of police offi-
cers than states with low crime gun export rates.
Adopting more of the five laws examined in this
report could potentially reduce not only inter-
state trafficking, but also reduce in-state gun
murders. 

• Trace data analysis has enormous potential and the
continued restrictions on access to trace data hin-
der more comprehensive analysis: In shedding
light on previously unreported trends, this
report highlights the potential of trace data as a
tool to identify and analyze the illegal gun mar-
ket. Restricted access to trace data impedes a
more comprehensive understanding of traffick-
ing trends in the United States and severely hin-
ders the efforts of states and cities to develop
effective legislative and law enforcement strate-
gies to combat illegal gun crimes. 

Conclusion: what does this analysis tell us?
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Appendix I: Limited Release of Trace Data and Other 
Methodological Considerations

Limited Release of Trace Data

Despite the recent improvements in access to trace
data, ATF’s limited release of aggregate trace data and
the remaining Tiahrt Amendment restrictions hinder
comprehensive analysis of the movement of illegal
guns in America. 

• Lack of “Time-to-Crime” data.  If ATF provided
Time-to-Crime data for each source state, this
data would allow more precise analysis of which
states gun traffickers appear to favor. Time-to-
Crime (TTC) measures how much time passes
between when a gun is initially sold at a retail
dealer and when it is recovered in a crime. ATF
reports that TTC is an important indicator of gun
trafficking because the quick turnover of a gun
from the first retail purchase to recovery in a crime
may indicate the intent of the buyer or dealer to
divert the gun from the legal market into the ille-
gal market for criminal activity.36 ATF currently
reports only Time-to-Crime data by recovery state
– the state where a crime is recovered – but does
not provide TTC data by source state. One might
expect states with high export rates to be a source
of relatively short TTC guns.  

• Lack of date of sale data. If an analysis could cat-
egorize recovered guns based on their date of sale,
one could examine the effect of enacting particu-
lar laws on a state’s gun export rate through a
before-and-after study. However, the Tiahrt
Amendment restrictions limit comprehensive
access to raw trace data, including date of sale. 

• Lack of dealer-level data.  Prior to the enactment
of the Tiahrt Amendment, the federal government
provided dealer-level trace data. Such data allowed
ATF to report in 2000, for example, that just
1.2% of gun dealers originally sold 57% of traced

crime guns.37 Likewise, dealer-level data was
available to identify the specific gun dealers that
were the top sources nationally of crime guns.
The Tiahrt Amendment restrictions continue to
prohibit access to this dealer-level data, making it
impossible to show the degree to which certain
gun dealers may drive a state’s high export rate.
These restrictions not only limit this report, but
also hinder state and local law enforcement in
their efforts to identify gun dealers who dispro-
portionately supply guns to criminals.

Other Methodological Considerations

In addition to limited access to trace data, there are
other methodological considerations relevant to this
analysis. Trace data is the best available information
for evaluating the movement of crime guns, but there
are some limitations that are important to note:

• Traced firearms do not represent all crime guns.
While there is a strong relationship between the
number of guns that are traced and the number of
guns used in crime, these figures are not identical.
Traced guns do not include all crime guns for two
main reasons. First, guns are only traced after
being recovered by police, and some guns used in
crimes are never recovered. Second, while police
in some jurisdictions trace every gun they recover
in a crime, police in other jurisdictions do not
have iron clad trace policies. For these reasons,
traces can undercount guns used in crimes.

• Not all efforts to trace guns are successful.  In
2007, ATF was unable to identify the source states
– and possibly the source dealers – in 39% of all
trace attempts.38 In order to successfully trace a
gun, ATF relies on accurate record-keeping by
gun manufacturers, gun wholesalers, and gun
retailers.  Failure to keep complete records or fail-
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ure to comply with ATF requests can make it
impossible to trace all firearms. Moreover, guns
that were purchased 20 or more years ago are
often untraceable because gun dealers are only
required to keep sales records for 20 years. While
these failed traces mean that the overall export
rates calculated in this report undercount the
number of guns, there is no evidence that this dis-
torts this report’s findings because the distribution
of incomplete traces does not vary substantially
among states.  

• Not all source states are identified in ATF trace
reports. For every recovery state, the ATF trace
reports released in 2006 and 2007 identify the 15
states that are the largest sources for crime guns.
For guns that come from states that are not
among the top 15 sources, ATF provides only
generic identification that these guns came from
“other” out-of-state sources. In 2007, ATF iden-
tified the specific source state for 80.5% of the
42,450 exported crime guns. The data presented
in this report account for over 80% of all crime
gun exports – a very substantial sample. Given the
size of this sample, it is unlikely that data from other
unidentified source states, not in the top 15, would
substantially skew the findings of this report.

This report finds substantial differences in the rate
that states supply interstate crime guns.  It also finds
strong associations between the absence of five key
gun regulations and the likelihood that a state exports
crime guns at high rates. It does not appear that any
of the methodological considerations or limitations
on access to data have a substantial effect on those
findings. Nonetheless, the conclusions could be bol-
stered by further analysis when, and if, additional data
is made available.

For more information on the data used in this
report, please see:

Raw trace data reports for 2006 and 2007, on a state
by state basis, are available at the Mayors Against
Illegal Guns website: http://www.mayorsagainstille
galguns.org/html/trace/analysis.shtml

NICS data, as provided to Mayors Against Illegal
Guns by the FBI, is available at: 
http://www.mayorsagainstillegalguns.org/trace/NICS

Crime data, as compiled by the FBI Uniform Crime
Reports, is available at:
http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius2007/index.html

Police officers killed data, as compiled by the FBI
Law Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted
Reports, is available at:
http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/ucr.htm#leoka
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Appendix II: Understanding how an atf crime gun trace works

The recovering law enforcement 
agency identifies the gun’s make, 
model, and serial number and reports
this information to ATF. 

ATF checks the serial number of the recovered
gun against its records of multiple handgun sales
and the records of out-of-business federally
licensed dealers and some records gathered from
dealers who are under special scrutiny.  If these
checks of internal records do not produce any
results, ATF will contact the gun manufacturer
and then the wholesaler to identify where the
gun was originally sold.  ATF then contacts the
retailer who sold the gun to identify the first
person who purchased the gun. 

Law enforcement recovers a
gun at a crime scene. 

1

2

3
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In order to identify the first purchaser,
the retailer manually checks the federal
form 4473, which is the federal back-
ground check form that all prospective
purchasers must complete in order to
buy a gun from a federally licensed
dealer (FFL). Gun dealers are required
to keep the completed 4473 forms on
file for 20 years after each purchase.
From these forms, the retailer provides
the purchaser’s identification informa-
tion to local law enforcement.

With the identification of the
first purchaser, ATF and local
law enforcement can then 
investigate the relationship of
the buyer to the crime, identify-
ing possible links between the
source and the crime. 

4

5
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Appendix III: Maps showing the primary recovery locations of 
guns from the ten states with the highest export rates
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