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Introduction and summary
In the early morning hours of July 5, 2017, New York Police Department officer Miosotis Familia was ambushed as
she sat in a marked NYPD command truck with her partner while providing additional security to a Bronx
neighborhood after Fourth of July festivities. In an attack that police officials described as an assassination, Officer
Familia was fatally shot in the head with a gun that had been stolen in Charleston, West Virginia, four years earlier.1
Less than a month earlier on the other side of the country, a UPS driver in San Francisco shot and killed three coworkers and injured two others using a gun that had been stolen in Utah. The shooter was also armed with a gun
that had been stolen in Napa County, California.2
Stolen guns pose a significant risk to community safety. Whether stolen from a gun store or an individual gun
owner’s collection, these guns often head straight into the illegal underground gun market, where they are sold,
traded, and used to facilitate violent crimes. Gun theft is not a minor problem in the United States. According to data
from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), during the four-year period from 2012 to 2015, nearly half a billion
dollars worth of guns were stolen from individuals nationwide, amounting to an estimated 1.2 million guns.3 Twentytwo thousand guns were stolen from gun stores during this same period.4 A gun is stolen in the U.S. every two
minutes.5
This problem does not affect all states equally. The rate and volume of guns stolen from both gun stores and private
collections vary widely from state to state. From 2012 through 2015, the average rate of the five states with the
highest rates of gun theft from private owners—Tennessee, Arkansas, South Carolina, Oklahoma, and Alabama—was

13 times higher than the average rate of the five states with the lowest rates—Hawaii, Connecticut, Rhode Island,
New York, and Massachusetts.6 Similarly, from 2012 through 2016, the average rate of the five states with the highest
rates of guns stolen from gun stores was 18 times higher than the average rate the five states with the lowest rates.7

States that are in the top 10 for highest number of guns stolen from both gun stores
and private owners

Alabama, California, Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina and Texas
Gun owners and dealers have a substantial responsibility to take reasonable measures to protect against theft and
help ensure that their guns do not become part of this illegal inventory. This report analyzes data from the FBI and
the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) to provide state-by-state data on the frequency with
which guns are stolen from licensed gun dealers and individual gun owners in communities across the country. It
then offers a number of policy solutions to help prevent future gun thefts.

Stolen guns pose substantial risks to public safety
Guns stolen from gun stores and the private collections of individual gun owners pose a substantial risk to public
safety. Stolen guns often end up being used in the commission of violent crime. During the six-year period between
January 2010 and December 2015, 9,736 guns that were recovered by police in connection with a crime and traced
by ATF had been reported stolen or lost from gun stores.8 A recent investigation by the Commercial Appeal of stolen
guns in Memphis, Tennessee, found that of the roughly 9,100 guns reported stolen in the city between January 2011
and June 2016, 21 were later connected to homicides, 27 to robberies, 62 to aggravated assaults, and 64 to drug
crimes.9
Theft is also one of the key ways that guns are diverted from the lawful market and into illegal gun trafficking
networks. ATF describes burglaries of gun stores as “a significant source of illegally trafficked firearms” and has
noted that “investigative experience shows that each of those stolen firearms is almost assuredly destined for
criminal use in the immediate area of the theft.”10 A 2000 ATF report that reviewed all firearms trafficking
investigations undertaken by the agency between July 1996 and December 1998—the most recent such study the
agency has conducted—found that nearly 14 percent of those cases involved guns stolen from licensed gun dealers
and another 10 percent involved guns stolen from private residences.11 These investigations involved more than
9,300 illegally trafficked guns.12 Another study analyzed data on 893 guns recovered by the Pittsburgh Bureau of
Police Firearms Trafficking Unit in 2008 and found that for close to 32 percent of these firearms, their original owners
claimed they had been stolen.13
Stolen guns become untraceable and thwart the ability of law enforcement officers to solve violent crimes. When a
gun is recovered in connection with a crime, local police departments can submit identifying information about the
gun to ATF for tracing—a process that allows ATF to identify the licensed gun dealer that originally counted the gun
as part of its inventory. When a gun is lawfully purchased from a gun dealer, the dealer retains paperwork that
identifies this first retail purchaser. The dealer can then provide this information to law enforcement upon request as
part of a crime gun trace. This can be a crucial investigatory lead for local investigators working to solve a violent
crime. When a gun is stolen from a gun dealer’s inventory, however, this investigative lead immediately goes cold,
making it more difficult to identify potential suspects. Guns that are stolen from individual gun owners are similarly
untraceable. While ATF can identify the first retail purchaser of a gun, the investigative trail ends when that person
reports that the gun has been stolen.

Gun dealers as a prime target
Gun stores are obvious targets for criminals looking to steal guns. Indeed, ATF has reported a substantial increase in
robberies and burglaries of gun stores over the past five years. Between 2012 and 2016, burglaries of licensed gun
dealers increased 48 percent, and robberies of licensed gun dealers increased 175 percent.14 During this period,
nearly 31,500 guns were stolen from gun stores nationwide.15 However, these thefts are not evenly distributed across
the country. Thefts from gun stores are more prevalent in the South, with seven of the 10 states with the highest
number of firearms stolen from gun dealers located in the southern region of the United States. Some states also
experienced a sharp increase in the number of guns stolen from dealers in 2016. These thefts increased 122 percent
in Georgia from 2015 to 2016, from 515 guns to 1,144 guns. California and South Carolina saw a 174 percent
increase and a 383 percent increase, respectively, during the same period.16 A nonexhaustive list of examples of gun
store thefts from nearly every state are included in the Appendix of this report.

Gun owners at risk
Individual gun owners are also targets for thieves. It is difficult to ascertain the exact number of guns that are stolen
from individuals in the United States because many of these thefts are not reported to law enforcement. However,
estimates from a number of survey studies indicate that roughly 200,000 to 400,000 guns are stolen from individuals
each year.17 The most recent study by researchers at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health and the
Northeastern University Department of Health Sciences found that approximately 380,000 firearms are stolen from
gun owners each year, two-thirds of which are stolen in the southern region of the United States.18 This study
identified a few common traits of gun owners who are victimized by theft: Those who own many guns, those who
regularly carry their guns outside their homes, and those who do not employ safe storage practices while at home
face a higher risk of gun theft.19
The most comprehensive repository of data on the number of guns stolen from individuals—as opposed to gun
stores—comes from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report. Most individual police agencies in almost every state submit
data annually to the FBI on the dollar value of many types of personal property reported stolen in their jurisdiction,
including firearms. The FBI then aggregates these data to report on the total value of guns reported stolen in the
United States each year. For many states, these numbers are likely an undercount because gun owners are not
required by law to report gun thefts; moreover, police agencies from state to state have inconsistent reporting
practices. In 2015, the FBI reported that $164 million worth of guns were reported stolen nationwide.20 As with theft
from gun stores, however, the problem of guns stolen from private collections does not affect every state equally.
For this report, the Center for American Progress went back to the stolen gun data submitted by local police
agencies, then aggregated those data per state to arrive at state totals of the value of guns reported stolen in the
most recent four years for which these data were available: 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015.21 CAP then subtracted the
value of firearms later recovered by police to obtain an adjusted value of stolen firearms. Because the data reported
by jurisdictions provide only the dollar amount of the value of the guns reported stolen, CAP used an average price
of $450 per gun to calculate a rough estimate of the number of guns stolen in each state during this period, which is
consistent with the average price per gun used by the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics in a 2012 report.22

The numbers are staggering and vary widely from state to state. In Texas alone during this four-year period, more
than $79 million worth of guns were stolen, amounting to roughly 177,000 guns. Certainly, Texas’ large population
contributes to this number; however, a comparison between two other states with a similar population size
highlights the disparity among states. Georgia and Michigan have a roughly similar population size, yet more than
three times as many guns were stolen in Georgia from 2012 to 2016 than in Michigan.23 Similarly, gun thefts were 24
times higher in Tennessee than in Massachusetts, two other states with similar population sizes.24 The vast majority
of these guns are never found. On average, states recovered around 11 percent of stolen firearms from 2012 to

2016.25 These percentages also vary across states. While Maine recovered 28 percent of stolen guns during this
period, Ohio and Tennessee only recovered 5 percent.26

Enforcement and policy approaches to reducing gun theft
Law enforcement officials across the country have become increasingly concerned about gun thefts from both gun
stores and individual gun owners. These organizations have proposed several policies and actions that can be
implemented to mitigate the number of stolen firearms.

Reducing thefts from gun stores
ATF has grown increasingly concerned about burglaries and robberies of licensed gun dealers. In its fiscal year 2018
budget request, ATF identified the increasing number of burglaries and robberies from gun dealers as one of the
primary “external challenges” that are straining the agency’s limited resources.27 In addition to investigating each of
these incidents, in January 2017 ATF launched a new system called fflAlert to notify gun stores of thefts in the area.28
ATF has also issued guidance to licensed gun dealers on steps they can take to “diminish risk” of theft or loss of
guns in their inventory, such as evaluating potential security weaknesses with entrances, windows, and locks;
installing an alarm system and video cameras; conducting a regular inventory reconciliation; and storing guns in a
secure manner when the store is closed.29 Gun industry experts, such as the National Shooting Sports Foundation, a
trade association for the gun industry, offer similar guidance to gun dealers.30
Under current law, however, ATF can do little more than offer voluntary suggestions to improve security at gun
stores. Although ATF is the federal agency charged with licensing and regulating the gun industry, including licensed
gun dealers, it does not have the authority to mandate that dealers implement any specific security measures
designed to prevent theft. Andy Graham, ATF deputy assistant director for field operations, recently described this
dynamic in an interview with The Trace: “We can suggest all day long, but ultimately, it comes down to the dealer
taking responsibility for their facility and inventory.”31 John Ham, senior investigator and public information officer
for the ATF Kansas City field division, similarly described the lack of authority to require certain measures as having a
detrimental impact on the agency’s ability to prevent theft. In an interview with The Kansas City Star, he said, “We as
an agency don’t have the regulatory authority to come in and say you have to have an alarm system, bars on the
windows, cameras. … And while the vast majority of the industry has gone that direction themselves, it still hampers
our ability to combat this as effectively as we’d like.”32
Nine states and Washington, D.C., have enacted laws to partially fill this gap and require gun dealers to implement
some specific security measures, but such steps fall short of a comprehensive solution to the rising rate of firearm
theft from gun stores.33 Congress should enact legislation that mandates certain security requirements for licensed
gun dealers and gives ATF the authority to ensure compliance with these requirements. In July 2017, Rep. Brad
Schneider (D-IL) introduced legislation that would require licensed gun dealers to store guns in a secure manner
when their stores are closed and also would direct the U.S. attorney general to promulgate regulations requiring
additional security measures.34 In addition to passing this legislation, Congress should remove the rider on ATF’s
budget that prevents the agency from requiring gun dealers to conduct an annual inventory reconciliation, a
commonsense business practice that would help ensure that dealers are keeping track of their dangerous
inventory.35 Finally, Congress should provide ATF with the resources required to conduct regular compliance
inspections of gun dealers to ensure that all dealers are complying with applicable laws and regulations and to help
dealers identify potential security weaknesses before thefts occur.36

Reducing thefts from gun owners
Local law enforcement agencies across the country also are becoming increasingly concerned about gun thefts from
individual gun owners, particularly thefts from vehicles. Police in Peoria, Illinois, saw a 27 percent increase in the

number of guns reported stolen in just the first six months of 2017, with 76 guns reported stolen from homes or
vehicles.37 Law enforcement in Memphis, Tennessee, found that gun thefts from vehicles had increased 38 percent
from 2015 to 2016, with 851 guns stolen out of vehicles in 2016.38 In Gallatin County, Montana, gun thefts increased
50 percent from 2016 to 2017.39 An investigation in southwest Florida found that at least 625 guns were reported
stolen in just three counties in 2016.40 An investigation by The Trace of data provided by police departments in 25
large U.S. cities found that parked cars have become a top target for gun thieves. In 2015, these 25 police
departments reported roughly 4,800 guns stolen from vehicles, with many of these jurisdictions seeing a rise in these
thefts over the previous year.41
Local police officials offer a few recommendations to gun owners for preventing gun theft, including not storing
guns in vehicles or—if it is necessary to do so—storing them in a locked compartment in the vehicle.42 Only four
states have enacted laws requiring gun owners to keep guns locked in certain circumstances, although 27 states
have enacted laws designed to prevent children from accessing guns stored in the home, which generally impose
civil or criminal liability for failure to do so.43 States should consider implementing laws or policies that require or
incentivize gun owners to store guns securely to help protect against theft. Police also recommend that gun owners
take note of the make and serial numbers of all guns in their possession so that they could help with an
investigation should the guns be stolen.44 Additionally, law enforcement officials have expressed concern that
expansive state gun laws that allow guns to be carried in more locations create additional opportunities for guns to
be stolen.45
In addition, collecting comprehensive data on the number of guns stolen in the United States poses a substantial
challenge, as there is no federal law requiring gun owners to report such thefts to law enforcement. Only nine states
and Washington, D.C., have enacted state laws mandating that gun owners report when guns in their possession are
stolen or lost.46 As a result, the data available to local law enforcement—which are then collected and aggregated by
the FBI—are undoubtedly an undercount of the problem, as not all gun owners report these losses. An analysis of
the National Crime Victimization Survey reveals that, from 2011 to 2015, 23 percent of crimes where guns were
stolen from individuals—as opposed to gun dealers—were not reported to police.47 Similarly, a report from the
Bureau of Justice Statistics estimated that household burglaries involving stolen firearms were reported to police in
only 86 percent of the cases, suggesting that 14 percent were not reported.48
The lack of mandatory reporting of stolen guns also enables gun trafficking and straw purchasing by eliminating
accountability and allowing individuals whose guns end up used in connection with crime to simply say that the
guns were stolen. To help ensure a more accurate assessment of the prevalence of gun theft in the United States,
Congress and state legislatures should enact laws requiring all gun owners to promptly report stolen or lost guns to
law enforcement. This provision was included in a number of bills introduced in the last Congress, including the Fix
Gun Checks Act of 2016, which was introduced by Sen. Chuck Schumer (D-NY) and Rep. Jackie Speier (D-CA).49 A
June 2016 poll commissioned by The New York Times found that 88 percent of voters support this policy.50

Recommendations to reduce gun theft
1. Enact federal legislation to require licensed gun dealers to implement certain minimum security measures, such as
securely storing guns after business hours and installing alarm systems and cameras.
2. Eliminate the rider on ATF’s budget that prevents the agency from requiring licensed gun dealers to conduct an
annual inventory reconciliation.
3. Provide ATF with additional resources to conduct more frequent gun dealer compliance inspections.
4. Implement laws or policies that require or incentivize gun owners to store firearms securely.
5. Enact federal and state legislation requiring gun owners to promptly report all stolen or lost guns to law
enforcement.
With close to 300 million guns circulating in the United States, gun owners and dealers have a substantial obligation
to ensure that they are not vulnerable to theft. While there are many factors that contribute to firearms being

trafficked to secondary markets, thefts play an important role. Lawmakers should look at the high number of stolen
guns and consider implementing these smart laws and actions to reduce theft.

Conclusion
The number of stolen guns in the United States is staggering. Whether taken from gun stores or from individual gun
owners, a firearm is stolen every 2 minutes. These stolen guns are often diverted directly into illegal trafficking
networks and end up being used in the commission of violent crimes.
Gun owners and gun dealers therefore have a compelling responsibility to take measures to help ensure that all
guns in their possession are not vulnerable to theft. Implementing the policy recommendations in this report would
be a smart and commonsense step forward in helping to reduce gun thefts and protect community safety.

