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INTRODUCTION

FIREARDMS REGISTRATION

This survey is concerned with measuring some of the
benefits attributed to fircarms registration programs.

Fircarms registration in its simplest form may be
defined as the recording of firearm serial numbers for
the purposc of providing a means of tracing a fircarm
to the owner. But in practice, firearms registration
hardly ever takes this pure form. Usually, it is com-
bined with some tvpe of fircarm-ownter licensing system
(30) or is couched in terms which enable the police to
deny registration, snd in effect ownership, to certain
perscns. For example, the Sullivan law is used in New
York City as a means of denyine legal handgun owper-
ship to virtually uli of the ciizeary (5, 24). While the
general public neoriv always thinks of registration as
the theoteticaliy simgpic proccdure of recording fircarm
serial numbers, gun owners invariably view it in this
more resirictive sense.

National firearms registration corntinues to be offered
by some as a partial solution for the nation’s crime
problems. After registration bills in Congress were
defeated in 1967-68, nearly identical bills were intro-
duced in the Ninety-First Congress. Similar proposals
werc introduced at state and local levels. The subject
continues to be surrounded by controversy.

Those advocating firearms registration claim it would
provide these benefits:

1. 1t would enable law enforcement agencies to solve
crimes by determining the ownership of firearms
through a tracing of firearm serial numbers.

2. It wouid enable police to arrest persons carrying
unregistered firearms.

3. It would make it more difficult for undesirables to
obtain weapons.

4. It would reduce the number of fircarms owned by
individuals and this would rcsult in fewer crimes
being committed.

5. It would help prevent suicide.

6. It would help prevent firearm accidents.

7. It would substantially increase the rate of return
of stolen firearms to the rightful owners.

Those opposed to fircarms registration maintain that
these benefits do not in fact accrue from a firearms
registration program. They say that:

1. Criminals do not register their fircarms.

2. Many firearms used by criminals are stolen and
tracing them by serial number would only lead to
an innocent person, perhaps causing that person
to be falsely accused.

3. If a criminal were to be apprehended while com-
mitting a crime, possession of an unregistered
firearm would only constitute a minor, additional
charge which could be placed against him. Where
there is no cvidence of a crime being committed,
police do not have authority to scarch persons or
homes for unregistered firearms without a scarch
warrant,

4, Virtually all of the states already have laws which
either requirc a permit for the carrying of con-
cealable fircarms or prohibit it altogether.

5. The presence or absence of registration is not a
determining factor in cither suicides or accidents.

6. Tt should be up to the individual to keep a record
of the serial numbers of his own firearms in case
of theft. There is no nced for the government to
assume this function for the fircarms owner.

7. The high costs of instituting and maintaining a
firearms registration program would not be justi-
fied in terms of the extremely limited benefits
which it could be expected to provide.

8. Registration would be used as a subterfuge to
cventually deny fircarms ownership to legitimate
citizens as is now the case with handguns in New
York City.!

COSTS VS, BRENEFITS

The answer to whether or not legislation providing
for a national registration program should be enacted
should not depend upon the philosophical, ethical or
emotional issues of whether firearms ownership is moral
or immoral or whether guns are good or bad. Rather,
it should depend upon a factual examination of the
above arguments. The crux of the matter wounld seem
to be whether or not the benefits of a registration pro-
gram, whatever they may be, are worth the costs of
adminjstering it. A corollary to this is whether or not
monics proposed to be devoted to the administration of
a registration program could not be spent in another
area of crime prevention with betier results. This would
have to be determined by a cost-benefit analvsis. So
far, proponents of fircarms registration have not made
any thorough examination of cost factors.

Although few people realize it, there is already a
considerable amount of de facto firearms registration at
the federal, state and local levels of government. A
cost-benefit analysis could logically begin with an
examination of these existing programs.

Little is known about the dollar costs of these pro-
grams, except that they are substantial. But without
the availability of more precise cost figures, it is im-
possible to measure the value of these programs in
terms of a cost-benefit ratio.

Some data are available relative to the probable costs
of a national firearms registration program. According
to H. Richard Cossaboon, President of Management
Concepts, Inc., national compulsory gun registration
would require “one of the most gigantic computer oper-
atong ever undertaken (9).” ? Cossaboon studied the
problem simpiy as an “academic exercise,” since the
question of gun registration had often been in the news.
Disclaiming any personal interest in firearms registra-

1 See the numerous statements to this cffzct made by
the New York City Police Department (24).

2 Management Concepts, Inc. is a management infor-
mation consuiting firm with offices at Bala-Cynwyd,
Pennsylvania.
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tion, hc slud‘cd it bcc.msc no onc had explained how

tha gnvernment would go about the task if a complete
registration bill was cnacted by the Congress.
Cossaboon stated that the problem “would require
the solving of at icast five completely unique systems
problems: data collection, data conversion, data storage
and retrieval, data dissemination, and data communica-
tions, as well as providing a real challenge in overall
data systems management.” Registration of each gun
would require more than 130 characters. He estimated
that “it would take at lcast two years to complete the
project and would involve a staff of several hundred
people.” It would rcquire “a team of qualified experts
at least six months just to devise a workable system.”

About 5 million new fircarms were sold in 1969 in
the United States. Scveral million pre-owned fireurms
also changed hands. Each time 2 gun was bought, sold,
traded, or an owncr moved, the information would have
to be changed and urdeicd.

Other cost estimates have appeared from time to
time. 1n testimony bLefcre the senate subcommitce o
investigate pwenile delinquency in 1968, Internal Reve-
nue Service « ~ector Sheldon Cohen stated that the costs
of establishing a centralized computer system capable
of registering 75 million firearms would amount to more
than $25 million, with an annual continuing cost of
more than $22 million (8).

These IRS cost figures were not based upon any
detailed cost analysis, but were estimates presented in
support of the Tohnson administration’s proposed fire-
arms legislation. They should be considered conserva-
tive. Furthermore, they rclate only to the central
registration of firearms. and do not include any costs
associated with the collection of registration data or
the prosecution of violations. They also do not include
any costs connected with the licensing of firearm owners
which might be included in any firearms registration
program enacted by the Congress. If licensing is in-
cluded, initial costs could clevate to $1 billion or more.3

_ According to a study done by Research Associates Inc.*

for the National Commission on the Causes and Pre-
vention of Violence, “Most registration proposals are
either combined with a licensing proposal or vary from
the pure form (of registration —ed.) by also requiring
an investigation (30).”

None of these cost estimates take into consideration
any of the indirect costs to gun owners and the general
public which would derive from a nat‘onal firearms
registration program.

Indircct monetary costs to gun owners resulting from
firearms registration or licensing programs are indirect
only in the sense that they arc not part of the direct
cost of these programs borne by the government (30).
Examples of such possible costs are licensing fees,
notary fees, costs of photographs, costs of finger-printing,
costs of any required safety tests or training courses,
transportation expenses, lost time at work, and court
costs resulting from gun owners’ appeals of decisions
made by government officials administering the pro-
grams.

Indirect monctary costs to the general public are
those resulting from firearnis registration programs that

the public would have t pay, probably through tav.
-but arc not directly incurred in the implementation ¢
administration of the program itself. In “A Preliminas
Cost Analysis of Fircarms Control Programs,” Reseunre
Associates list as examples the reduction in consery.
tion funds that could result from fircarms registrati:.
programs, reduction in excise taxes accruing to generz!
revenue, increases in the costs of military marksmanshi
training. and an increase in the cost of small arms and
ammunition production for national defense (30).

There would also be indirect non-monetary costs
resulting from a national fircarms registration program.
Both the gun owner and the general public would b
affected. Research Associates put gross inconvenience
to or harassment of lawful owners of firearms in th':
category (30).°

3 The bhighest cost of firearms Licensing which hias »:
‘vcr*n docu'ncm disin Weow York Citv, where the o o
¢ cosi of processing an application ﬂ 2 4 pistol oo
in 1(‘6.~ was $72. 87 (3 O\ Thus, o theorctieal 1t
cost of licensing and registering thr: guns of 40 miliion
firearm owners could be placed at §2,914,800,000.

In 1967, New York City enacted a law providing
for the licensing of rifle and shotgun owners and tha
registration of their firearms. The city administration
reported that the ultimate cost of this program couid
be as high as 325 per gun (23). Using this figurs 1c
project the cost of a nationwide program registering
125 million fircarms results in an estimate of $3,125.-
000,000. This cost figure is roughly comparable to the
one noted above.

All of these cost fgures are in terms of 1968 dollars.
They do not include either the cost of enforcing the
laws or the indivect costs associated with them. In «
cost-bDenefit analysis, these would be taken into con-
sideration.

Estimates of the number of firearm owners in the
United States range from 40-50 million individuals.
Estimates of the number of privately owned firearms
vary fromn 160-200 million, depending upon the source.
The writer estimates that there are currently “about
125 million” privately owned cartridge firearms in the
United States. °

4 Research Associates Incorporated (D.C.) is an in-
dependent research organization with headquarters in
Silver Spring, Maryland.

5In “A Preliminary Cost Analysis of Firearms Con-
trol Programs,” Research Associates cite as an exampie
of indirect non-monetary costs resulting from a firearms
law, the inconvenience and harassment of gun owners
in New Haven, Connecticut. where applicants for pistol
nermits are required to fill out a 21-page form stating
detmled information about themselves {30). New Haven
continues to require the completion of this form despite
an opinion {rom the Attorney General that such forms
arc not allowed under existing Connecticut law. Thz
applicant must provide information about his citizen-
ship, medical history, military service, education back-
ground, employment record and residential hiswory. He
must also providc details on when and where hie intends
to use his firearms, including the type of fireann, fre-
quercy of usz, days of the week, and hours of the day.




A. rational approach to public policy decisions de-
mands cost analysis and the establishment of cost-
benefit ratios for all proposed programs. Legislators
must appraise prioritics and determine which of the
various proposed anti-crime programs arc most effective
in obtaining desired objectives. If legislators are to do
this, and make effective decisions on resource alloca-
tion, they must have informaticn on program analysis
and evaluation.

Cost-benefit analysis provides for the quantitative
evaluation of the economic and social benefits and the
economic and social costs of program alternatives, both
present and future. Any decision maker, whether he is
a jepislator, businessman or head of a family, must bz
guided by the probibiz gains and casts of his decisions
if he is to be successful in achizving his objectives. To
ignore the careful con<’deration of gains and losses is
equivalent to sayving hat he has no wrue objeciives at
all — no goal which he is attempting to achieve.

About 5 billion dollars a year is now being spent in
the United States on law enforcement and correctional
activities. If additional funds were to be made available
in this area, for what would they be spent? Would they
be used to increase the salaries of law enforcement per-
sonnel? To increase the number of law enforcement
personnel? To improve relationships between law en-
forcement and the public? To upgrade law enforcement
equipment and facilities? To provide additional training
for law enforcement personnel? To increase the effi-
ciency of the courts? To upegrade penal institutions?
To increase efforts being made to rchabilitate persons
convicted of crimes? Or to establish firearms registra-
tion programs?

The evaluation of alternatives via cost-benefit analysis
is likely to aid in the determination of just what are the
reat objectives. Concommitantly, the risk that decisions
‘will be made on primarilv a pelitical or emotional basis
is considerably reduced.

A national firearms registration program would affect
more than 40 million Americans. It would require the
commitment of a significant portion of those federal
funds which might be made available for law enforce-
ment and correctional activities in any given fiscal year.
On this basis alone, a good case could be made for
subjecting any proposcd registration program to a
thorough-going cost-benefit analysis.

FEDERAL PROGRAMS

There are currently three firearms registration pro-
grams at the federal level.

A national registration list of stolen and missing fire-
arms is maintained by the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion. Data on stolen and missing guns are furnished to
the FBI's National Crime Information Center on a
voluntary basis by state and local law enforcement
agencies. As of March 1, 1969, data on 186,667 fire-
arms were stored in the Center’s computers, This pro-
gram has added to thc capabilities of law enforcement
apgencies,® While cost figures for the system are not
available (11), this stolen/missing fircams registration

program has reccived the backing of law cnforcoment
personnel and sporismen. Since many state and loeal
law cnforcecment agencics have kept records on stolen
guns in the past, the NCIC affords individual agencies
accuss to data acquired by other agencies and eliminates
the need for each agency to maintain separate records.

Machine guns, sawed-off rifles, sawed-off <hotguns,
fircarm silencers and other gangster-type weapons.
mortars, bazookas, anti-tank guns, and other so-called
“destructive devices” are required to be registered under
a program administered by the Alcohol, Tobacco and
Firearms Division of the Internal Revenue Service,
U.S. Department of the Treasury., This compulscory
registration program was first established by the Na-
tional Firearms Act of 1934 and later expanded undery
the Gun Control Act of 1968, There arec now some
125,000 firearms and other weopons rezisiered und ey
this progrum, wilch has always been supported by inw
enforcement, the firearms industry and sportsmen alike,
This registration program covers only gangster-type
weapons and destructive devices. It does not affect
sporting rifles and shotguns or handguns used by
hunters and target shooters.

It is not generally known that there has existed, for
many vears, a compulsory system of registration of
firearms which go through firearm dealers. All firearm
dealers are licensed by the federal government. Since
1938, they have had to keep complete records of al!
firearm transactions as required by the Secretarv of the
Treasury under the provisions of the Federal Firearms
Act of 1938 (U.S. Code, Titie 15, Chapter i8) and
the Gun Control Act of 1968 (Public Law 90-618.
which superseded the Federal Firearms Act on Decem-
ber 16, 1968). These records must include the make,
model, type, caliber or gange, and serial number of each
and every firearm (rifle, shotgun or pistol, new or used)
bought or sold, the date such firearin was bought or
sold, and the name and address of the person or busi-
ness from whom the fircarm was purchased, or to whom
the firearm was sold, as the case may be. Gunsmiths
must maintain similar records on ali firearms which
they take in for repair or alteration. These records must
be maintained by the dealer or gunsmith permanently
and made available to law enforcement officers upon
request.

In addition to these records, each sale of a firearm
by a licensed dealer requires the completion of a “Form
4473, listing the purchaser’s name, address, height,
weight, race, date of birth, place of birth and signature.
The dealer must record on this form the :nethod by
which he identified the purchaser, e.g. driver's license
number, selective service registration number, ctc.

§ Consider the case where 2 suspect in possession of
a firearm is picked up by the police in connection with
a criminal investigation. The police may be able o
ascertain, through the facilities of NCIC's stolen/miss-
ing gun list, whether the suspect’s fircarm has been
stolen. 1f the gun is stolen, further investigation mwy
lead to the solution of some crime other than that for
which the suspect was originally arrested.

EXENG {48 b TR e L S R L i S e L e it s e S



a.

Dealers are also required to keep records on .22
caliber rimfirc ammunition, handgun ammunition, and
components used for rcloading handgun ammunition.
These records include the date of the sale, the manu-
fact « »r of the ammunition or component, the caliber,
gauge or type of ammunition or component, the quan-
tity purchased, the purchaser’'s name, address, date of
birth and the method by which the purchaser was
identified.

Records must be kept by fircarm manufacturers and
wholesalers as well as by dealers and gunsmiths. Thus,
it has been possible for some time to trace a firearm
by its serial number from the manufacturer down
through the normal channels of trade to the consumer
who purchased it.

While these firearm transaction records are kept on
the premises of firerrm dealers, anv information they
contain must be mede aveilable uran resnest to the
Assistant Remonal Camnvissioner of thz Internal Reve-
nue Service, U.S. Dcpartment of the Treasury. The
Treasury Department cooperates with local law en-
forcement agencies by making this information available
to them as nceded.

The records rcquired to be kept by federal Iaw con- -

stitute, in effect, a limited compulsory national firearms
registration system. At present, the data contained in
these records are maintained at the manufacturer,
wholesaler and dealer level,?

The rigid record keeping by the U.S. Armed Forces
on firearms issued to military personnel constitutes
another limited firearms registration which is national
in scope. While these records remain in the hands of
the military authorities, they are made available to law
enforcement personnel whenever necessary {o assist
them in criminal investigations.

This maintenance of records by the armed forces is
somewhat analogous to the maintenance of records by
an individual firearm owner. Although these records
are maintained primarily for purposes of accounting and
inventory, they also serve as a safegnard in case of
theft. Theft of firearms from military installations has
been substantial in the past. Basic data from the U.S.
Department of Defense show that during the period
1954 through 1964, an estimated 16,000 fircarms were
stolen from U.S. Military active and reserve installa-
tions (31).

While not a federal program, still another type of
registration which is more or less national in scope is
that involving fircarms issued to or owned by law en-
forcement personnel. Many police departments. sheriff’s
offices, etc. keep records on the fircarms held by their
employees. Even though only a portion of all law en-
forcement agencies maintain such records, the number
of firearms so registered is considerable. According to
the U.S. Department of Justice, there were 468,000 full
time and part time individuals employed by government
for police protection as of July, 1963 (33). While not
all of these employees have fircarms, many have more
than one. In addition, many fircarms of a specialized
nature, e.g, riot guns, are kept by law enforcement
agencies and issued to their personnel as needed.

HAYNES V. UNITED STATES

In 1968, the United States Supreme Court ruled i
a person possessing a fircarm illegally could not &,
prosecuted for failing to register that firearm under t4:.
registration provision of the National Fircarms Act o
1934.8 In Haynes v. United States,® the court said thu:
such a person, in registering, would be subject to pos-
sible self-incrimination. The court determined that tho
Fifth Amendment protects an individual {rom having
to run such a risk. Thus the court cast a shadow over
all firearms registration laws at the federal, state ang
local levels of government.

When the Gun Control Act of 1968 was enacted,i”
the provision requiring the registration of gangster-tyr
weapons and destructive doviees was consirucied o
to be comnpatible with the Haynes decision. Sect.:
5843 of the Act, entitled “Restrictive Use of Infori.-
tion,” states that:

No information or evidence obtained from an ap-
plication, registration, or records required to be
submitted or retained by a natural person in order
to comply with any provision of this chapter or
regulation:; issued thereunder, sha'l, . . . be used,
directly or indirectly, as evidence against that per-
son in a criminal proceeding with respect to a
violation of law occurring prior to or concurrently
with the filing of the application or registration. or
the compiling of the records containing tue infor-
mation or evidence.

Chicago cnactied a firearms registration crdinance
the day after the Haynes decision.!! In order to avoil
confiict with the Court’s ruling, the Chcago City Counci.
amended the new law to provide that aay person who
is not legally entitled to possess a firearm is not eliginic
to register it. Chapter 11.1-15 of the law reads:

Any person under 18 yecars of age, any narcctic

addict, any person who has been convicted of &

felony under the laws of this State or zny other

7 Section 923, paragraph (g) of the Gun Control Act
of 1968 states that importers, manufacturers and deal-
ers “shail make sucli records available for inspecticn at
all reasonable timcs, and shall submit to the Secretary
(of the Treasury —ed.) such reporis and information
with respect to such records and the contents thereof as
he shall by regulations prescribe.” and that “Upon the
request of any State or any political subdivision therecf.
the Secretary may make available to such State or any
political subdivision thereof, any information which he
may obtain by reason of the provisions of this chapter
with respect to the identification of persons within svch
State or political sutdivision thereof, who have pur-
chased or rececived firearms or ammunition, together
with a description of such fircarms or ammunition.”

8 U.8. Code, Title 26, Chapter 53,

9 Haynes v. United States, 30 U.S. 85 (1968).

W U.S. Public Law 90-618.

11 Chapter 11.1 of the Municipal Code of the City of
Chicago.
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jurisdiction within 5 years from release from peni-
tentiary or within 5 years of convictioa if peni-
tentiary sentence has not been imposed, and any
person who has been released from a mental insti-
tution or from the custody of the Illinois Youth
Commission within the last 5 vears, or is mentally
retarded, and any person who possesses any fire-
arm, the posscssion of which is prohibited by any
State or Federal law relating to weapons or fire-
arms, shall be ineligible to register pursuant to this
Chaptcr. Any purported registration by any of the
above-described persons shall be null and void.
This decision of the Supreme Court would seem to

have a direct bearing on the anticipated results of any °

new firearms registration law that was intended to pro-
vide ‘a means of solving crimes through the tracing of
firearms by serial numbeors, Either (1) criminals will
not have to reqister ony fircarms thoy possass or (27 if
will not be possitic o use any informaticn obtained
througn registration agaliost them in e prosceuiion ol
any crime which occurred prior to or concucrent with
the acquisition and compiling of the regisiration data.?

The full mcaning of the Court’s decision in Haynes
v. United States will become evident only after further
litigation. But it is something that legisiators will have
to cope with in any new registration proposals.

STATE PROGRAXS

None of the fifty states have total registration of all
firearms. Prior to 1958, Hawaii had such a program,
but in that year the portion of the law requiring the
registration of rifles and shotguns was repealed. Hawaii
still requires the registration of all handguns, as does
New York, Mississippi and Michigan. Michigan leads in
the number of guns registere.’ with more than 1.200,-
000. Mississippt and West Virginia have limited regis-
tration of certain long arms.

Firearms registration in New York was the subject
of a previous study, “Does Firearms Registration Work?
(19).” In this statistical analysis of New York crime
data, fircarms registration was evaluvated in terms of its
effectiveness in reducing crime rates, solving crimes,
causing the recovery of stolen firearms, and its effect
on the legitimate ownership of handguns for use in the
shooting sports and for personal protection.

A considecrable number of states have some handgun
registration data which have become available through
programs providing for the processing of applications
ta purchase fircarms or the issuance of either permits
to purchase firearms or permits to carry firearms.
Connecticut, for example, has on file data covering
some 150,000 firearms.

Eleven states have voluntary firearms registration
programs where an individual can register his firearms
with the state law enforcement agency rather than main-
tain his own records. However, citizen participation in
these voluntary registration programs has bcen ex-
tremely limited.

LOCAL PROGRANMS
Local firearins registration programs are cxtant in a
number of citics. These are described in “Published

cat
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Ordinances Firearms,” which contains state laws and
local ordinances relevant to federal firearms laws (32),
This publication is furnished annually to ail federally
licensed fircarm dealers by the Internal Revenue Service,

Three major cities which require the registration of
all firearms are Chicago, New York and Miami,

SYNOPSIS

It is apparent that a significant quantity of registra-
tion data have been compiled at national, statc and
local levels. These data are not centralized. They are
by no means complete. Nevertheless, considerable op-
portunity is provided for law enforcement agencics to
attempt to trace firearms misused in criminal acts. If
the tracing of a firearm by serial number is an cffective
means of solving crimes, a survey of state law enforce-
ment agencies on their expericnces with firearms repis-
tration data should provide some evidznce of this eiire-
tiveness.

Table 1 summarizes the various sources of firearms
registraticn data now extant in the United States.

THE SURVEY

This survey was meant to contribute to the existing
sphere of knowledge regarding costs and benefits asso-
ciated with fircarm regist.ation programs. It does this
by gauging the experience of state law enfort.ment
agencies with the registration tools now available to
them. It was not intended that this survey serve as a
means of ecvaluating firearms registration programs
which might come into existence at some [uture time.

METHODGLOGY

To elicit information on how state law enforcement
agencies have been able to utilize the tools of registra-
tion which have been available to them, a questionnaire
was developed and sent to all fifty states, This question-
naire included an explanation of the survey and re-
quested each agency to report on any cases of criminal
homicide, aggravated assault or robbery which it knew
to have been solved through the tracing of a firearm by
serial number during the ten-year period 1959-1968.
A remarks section was provided so that each agency
could report any additional data which it deemed per-
tinent to the purposes of the survey. For example. an
agency might wish to voice a personal opinion, based
upon past experience, as to the effectiveness of firearms
registration.

121n the case of crimes which occur subsequent to
registration, it is a prime contention of those opposed
to registraticn that the criminal does not register his
firearm prior to committing a crime with it. An cditorial
in Gun Week, a weekly newspaper in the shooting
sports field, concluded a discussion of Haynes V.
United States by stating “The Supreme Court has
simply pointed out the obvious — that only law-abiding
citizens obey gun registration and licensing laws. The
major effect of the decision is that now the law cmmO”L
ask a criminal to do what he has ncéver done anyway!
(18). ’ '
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chxslr'mon of
all fircarms held
within the state
by the military?

Registration of
all guns purchased
State from firearm dcalers?

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas . '
Culifornia
Colorado
Connecticut
Delawiare
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii

1daho

Iinois
Indiana

Tow:

Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Muaine
Maryland
Massachusetts
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Rhode Island
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Tennessee
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Vermont
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Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming
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I Since 1938, all firenrm dealers, regardless of their state of rcqxdcnce.
have been qulllI‘Cd to keep complete records of all firearm transuctions as
requited hy the Secretary of the Trensury under the provisions of the
Federal Firearms Act of 1938 (U.S. Cade, Title 15, Chaptee 18) and the
Gun Control Ast of 1968 (Public Law 90-618, which supcrscdcd the Federal
Firearms Act on December 16, 1968). These reeords include the make,
model, type, caliber or gauge, and serinl number of each and every firearm
(rifle, shotgun or pistol, new or used) reecived or sold, the date sueh fire-
arm wiy received or sold, the name sand addiess of the petson or business
from wham the firearm wis peceival, or to whom the frenrm wis sokd, as
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all handguns permits are issued3 long gunsé registration
X .
X
X X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
x X
- X
X
X X
X
X
X X
X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X .
X x X
X X

the case may be. These records mumt be manintained by the dealer perma-
nently and made available to law enforcement officers upon request, The
mfornnlxon contained in these records must be made available upon request
to the Assistunt Regional Commisejoner of the Internal Revenue Scrvice,
V.S, Department of She Treasury. The Sceretary of the Treasury may make
such information available upon request to any state or political subdivision
thereof.
2 These records are held by the nittary mithorities,

Am)hc.ullon\ to purchase, permits o purchiie, or permils to carry, This

ll.‘j'l*.l«.llmn is llwn‘lmc fimited and vondes st the sfates cited,
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The questionnaire was mailed in September of 1968.
After a two-month interval. a follow-up letler was
directed to those statcs which had not vet replied. A
final plea for completion of the questionnaire was
directed to those still delinquent in March of 1969. The
three mailings resulted in replies from all but three of the
fifty statcs. States which did not repiy were Alabama,
Massachusctts and Rhode Island.

Where cases were rcported as solved through the
tracing of a fircarm by scrial number, additional corre-
spondence was undertaken in an attempt to obtain de-
tailed information as to the role played by registration.

RESULTS

SERIOUS CRIMES

Forty-four states reported on the number of murders,
aggravated assaults and robberies which they krew to
have been solved through the tracing of a fircarm by
serial number during the period 1959-1968. Threc
states did not reply to the survey, one failel to com-
plete the questionnaire and one declined to participate.

Table 2 contazins data on the number of criminal
homicides, aggravated assaults and robberies which the
various state law enforcement agencics reported as
having been solved. The forty-four states completing the
questionnaire reported six homicides and six robberies.
No aggravated -assaults were listed as having been
solved through the tracing of a firearm by serial number.

In only two instances was it possible to obtain casc
details. Hawaii submitted the following data in regard
to the two cases of criminal homicide which it reported
(12).

“In the cases cited, two police officers were shot
and killed on:December 16, 1963, in Honolulu.
Investigation revealed that the suspects had bur-
glarized the National Guard Armory and had
stolen a number of guns. The suspects had later
disassembled three carbines and four pistels and
discarded the componcut parts in a stream.

Many of the parts wcre later recovered by a
search tcam. Serial numbers of fragmented parts
of several guns indicated that the guns had been
stolen from the Armory and that the suspects had
been involved.

These pieces of evidence were later used in the
trial of the perpetrators. Although the identifying
markings on the parts were not iustrumental in the
arrest of the suspects, they played an important
role in the successful culmination of the case.”

New Jersey reported case details on the solution of a

homicide (17):

“QOr 2 murder investigatinn in particular was suc-
cessfully concluded by tracing the serial number
of a weapon found near the scene of a crime where
the victim was discovered in his automobile, dead
from a bullet wound in the head. A disassembled
pistol frame was found approximately a month
later near the scene. The serial number was traced
to an importer in the Washington, D.C. area and
led to a dealer in thc State of Maryland. The
records of the dealer indicated the firearm was sold

to a person who used a fictitious name and address
A suspect was apprehended. The desler who sold
the weapon identificd the suspect as being the one
who purchased the weapon. The suspect had pre-
viously used the same fictitious name and when
confronted with the information on the purchase,
readily admitted the crime.”

Virginia recalled a 1959 kidnap-murder where a
tracing of a fircarm by serial number, while not the
mode of solution, was material to the prosccution of
the case (20).

Michigan stated: “There is no question that some
cases are solved through the identification of a fircarm
left at the scene of a crime, or perhaps lost in the vicin-
ity. However, I could not provide you with a perceniaz:
figurce that would be of value (10).”

Oregon reported . . . a number of cases in
serious crimes wherein wacing of o fi-carm b
number resvited in iderdification of i criminal e

sibie for the offense,” but apparently did not fu‘ ‘.A"t
the cases were significant enough to wurrant manua
checking of the files to determine numbers and d‘.t‘.u:
(15).

Although a vigorous effort was made to obtain com-
plete information on the other cases reporied as solved,
details were apparently unavailable.

The vast majority of states reported no instances
where cases of murder, aggravated assauilt or robbery
had been solved by the tracing of a fircarm by seriui
number. Some were specific in their comments:
Alaska (7)

“Unscientifically, of course, none of our involved
personnel can recall any case that was solved through
the tracing of a firearm. This recall is limited to our
span of expericnce, which varies from the present back
for about 25 years.”

Georgia (27)

“This Department has no record of any criminal
cases that were solved by means of tracing a firearm by
the serial number.”

Idaho (6)

“This office has no records whereby the identity of
the criminal was made by the tracing of a firearm.”
Iowa (3) .

“We were unable to recall any instances within the
past ten years where cases have been solved by means
of tracing a firearm by serial number relative to the
categorics you have stated.”

Kansas (29)

“We have no records of a major crime being solved
by tracing of a firearm serial number.”
Maryland (22)

“Unfortunately, we do not have such statistical dat2
available; but in our opinion, the number for the last
ten years would be negligible, insofar as the Maryland
State Policc is concerncd.”

Minnesota (13)

“To my knowledge, no criminal cases have been
solved by means of tracing a fircarm by scrial nunber
in murder and non-negligent manslaughter, aggras wated
assault or robbery cases in Minnesota.”

Missouri (2)
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TABLE 2. BMajor Crimes Reported by State Law Enforecement Agencies as Being Solved

Murder and
Non negligent
State Manslaughter

Alabama!
E: Alaska
Arizcona

‘; Arkaasas?

California

Colorado

3 Connecticut
Delaware
Florida
Georgia
Hawali
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts!
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebracka
Nevuda
New Hampshire

- New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island!
South Carolina
South Dakoia
Tennessee?
Texas
Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming
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1 Did not respond to the survey.

2 Responded but declined to take part in the survey.

3 Tennessee replied to the survey but was unable to complete
the questionnaire because it would reguire “a. large number of
man hours reviewing thousands of cases... (14)."

* The Oregon Depuartment of State Police reported “We have

Through the Tracing of a Fircarm by Serial Number: 1958-1967.

Number of Cases Reported Solved

Aggravated
Assault Robbery
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had a number of cases involving serious crimes wherein trucing
of a fircarm by scrizd number resulted in identification of the
criminal respoasible for the offznse, Stalistical breakdown is
such that in order to arrive at specific numbers manual check-
ing of the files would he required. We do not feel that this end
justifies the effort (15).”
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“During the past ten years, no cases have been solved
through the tracing of fircarms owncrship. Normally
tracing of ownership proves unsuccessful [or one reason
or another, kut does occasionally corroborate or add to
known information.”

New Mexico (1)

“We recall no cases solved by tracing a firearm by
serial number.”
North Carolina (21)

“. .. no one connected with the State Burcau of
Investigation at this time can recall any case ever
having been solved through the tracing of a serial
number of the firearm used in the commission of a
crime.”

Wyoming (26)

“This burcau was established in 1963, and to our
knowledge no crirninal cascs have been solved by trac-
ing the serial number of a fircarm.”

STOLEN GUXNS

Several states had been able to utilize firearm serial
number records in cases involving stolen firearms. This
utilization involved either (1) the return of stolen
firearms to their owncers or (2) the arrest of pcrsons
carrying stolen firearms.!3

Iowa, Mississippi, New Jersey and South Dakota
thought this aspect of registration important enough to
offer speciflic comments on it:

Jowa (3)

“We have had some instances where thefts of weap-
ons have been solved 'y serial number.”
Mississippi (16)

“The most success this department has had with
serial numbers on weapons has been when a suspect is
picked up with firearms on his person. The gun is traced
through the manufacturer all the way down the line to
the purchaser and in many instances, these guns would
be stolen from residences or places of business.”

New Jersey (17)

“The National Crime Information Center at the State
Burcau of Identification makes daily “hits” on positive
information regarding stolen firearms and possession of
weapons by wanted subjzcts.”

South Dakota (34)

“First, the murders, apgravated assaults, and rob-
beries constitute a very small portion of police business
related to firearms. True they get the greater share of
publicity, but we and other officers spend much more
time on the theft of fircarms and the malicious use of
them in the destruction of both public and private
property.”

“The recovery of stolen firearms is a gain to law
enforcement as well as to the owner. The owner gets
his gun back and we have the opportunity of removing
the gun from the hands of a person who may commit
one of the crimes you mention. Plus, it can be a great
assist in the prosecution of persons who stcal and
peddle guns in competition to the legitimate dealer.

“Rare is the case when a murderer or a robber mere-
ly drops his gun at the scene of the crime. Usually,
when it is rccovered, it is in his possession or under
his control, and it always scems to be a gun that he just
bought from ‘some guy I met in a bar, day before yes-
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terday.” Then starts many hours of atlempting to Proy
or disprove, the person's statement. This usually e
with the firm who muanufactured the gun. if suid an I,

a serial number and is not an import nor a miti;
weapon. Registration would, in my opinion, shors,
the route of search. In some cases it has resulted in o,
being able to trace a theft from an individual and tiy,
to the subject.”

In New York state, 741,063 handguns werc regis
tered with the state police in 1967. The numb:ar o
fircarms rcported lost, stolen or illegally possessed we
18,965. The number reported as recovered was 153,

In 1968, 866,623 handguns were registered. Th
number reported lost, stolen or illegally possessed ws
18,672; the number recovered was 384 (4).

However, the puriber of guns actuzliv recovernd -
excced the number of cuns reported os beire rocon -
This is because the Toow Yoolo stelin gun 00 fase
some fircarms swlen in other sinies as weli ws Mo
York. When fircarms stolen in other states are e
covered in those states, it may or may not be reporte:
to the New York State Police.

No data are available on the dollar value of thos,
hancguns which were recovered through the operatio:
of the New York registration program. With the excep.
tion of the FBI's National Crime Information Ceuter
the New York state stolen gun file is the largest mair
tained by any police agency in the United States.

Texas reported on the stolen gun aspect from a dif
ferent angle. Their comment that “ upon sem
occasions we have exoncrated some owners who ha
legitimately sold pistols and had advised us to chang
ownership in our files (27)” points out ancther po-
sible benefit of fircarms registration. But it also scem
to substantiate the existence of an inherent danger —
that when a registered gun is lost or stelen and used i
a crime, the owner may unjustly be accused. Th!
danger might be expected to increase with the lengt
of time between the loss or theft and its discovery b
the owner. It is possible for a firearm to be stolen an.
the owner not realize it for quite some time.!*

OTIIER CRIMES

Other comments received indicate that firearms regit
tration may occasionally be of assistance in the solutic
or prosecution of crimes other than murder, aggravaie.
assault and robbery.

Three states mentioned this aspect of registration &
being important:

Kansas (29)

13 In most cases this charge was a supplementary or:
the primary charge being either for a more serious cr
or carrying a concealed firearm without a permit.

14 Guns may be stored in the home, often under In_c
and key, and not be used for long periods of time. If
gun is stolen, perhaps when the owner is away, he 1.
not become aware of the theft until such time as -
prepares for his next hunting trip or target shouvtl.
match.




-

. .

“We have used pawn shop sales records to verify
that a person bought a gun previous to committing a
crime.”

New Jerscy (17)

“There have been numerous cases in the State of
New Jersey that have been solved as a direct result of
tracing a firearm. . . .

Presently, daily inquirics as to thc ownership of
firearms are made to the Firearms Investigation Unit
by various policc departments. Many times information
previously unknown to the inquiring agency is devel-
oped through the files and assists them in their investi-
gations.”

South Dakota (34)

“. .. the numcrous cccasions when other crimes are
solved directly or indirceily throuch the tracing of fire-
arins.”

The survey questioniaires and follow-up correspond-
ence ¢id not elicit ~uy detniied information on these
other crimes or the role played by fircanas registration.
Presumably they consist of such oilenses as burglary,
auto theft, illegal possession of weapons, possession of
stolen property, etc.

CONCLUSION

This survey was intended to appraise the results of
state law enforcement agencies’ expericnce with the
firearms registration tools which have been available to
them. Specifically, the survey sought to determine the
number of criminal homicide, robbery and aggravated
assault cases which, to the knowledge of state law en-
forcement agencies, have been solved in the past ten
years through the tracing of a fircarm by serial number.
This survey was not intended to evaluate proposed legis-
lation which would establish national or state firearms
registration. It was intended to provide additional in-
formation which can be applied to a more thorough
study of the costs and benefits likely to be associated
with an extensive firearms registration progran.

It was established that during the ten-year period
1959-1968, the tracing of a fircarm by serial number

contributed to the solution of at least six homicides
and six robberies in 44 states. There were some addi-
tional cases reported but these could not be quantified.
Fircarms registration data were also reported to have
been of use in the solution or prosecution of a number
of lesser crimes.

This survey was limited to state law enforcement
agencies in the fifty states. In all probability, if local
law enforcement agencics had also been surveyed, sonie
additional cases would have been reported. This would
especially hold true in those states where the state Jaw
enforccment agency was not primarily concerned with
criminal cases. However, the results of ihe author’s
study on registration in New York indicate that, here
again, the numbers would not be large.'s

Fircarms registraden data were also reporied o be
of some use in cifccting the retuen of stoicn firersms o
their rightful overs.

Littic is kaowe about the dodler corts of the various
fircarms registration programs now extant. These ceats
arc substantial. But without the availability of more
precise cost figures, it is impossible to measure the value
of these programs in terms of a cost-bencfit ratio,

A national fircarms registration program would aifect
more than 40 million Amcrican citizens. It would re-
quire the commitment of a significant portion of the
nation’s annual law enforcement budget. The results of
this survey provide additional evidence that, before the
establishment of a registration program is seriousiy con-
sidered at either the federal or state level, a cost-benefit

analysis Is an absolute necessity.
* S *

15 An examination of New York City Police Depart-
ment annual reports for the vears 1911-1968 faiied to
disclose a single case of criminal homicide. assault or
robbery that had been solved through the tracing of a
firearm by serial number. In addition, an extensive
search of New York City newspapers for the fiftcen-year
period 1953-1968 failed to reveal any instance where
the tracing of a firearm by serial number had been
material to the prosecution of any criminal case.
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