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I. Introduction

It 1s'now widely believed that theravailability of handguns has an
important, adverse impact on the crime problem in the United States.
Intuition sﬁggests that access to handguns could affect the crime probiem
not only by aggravating specific offenses (e.g,,.by transquming drunken
quarrels or-ﬁmpu]sive robberies into homicides), but'also by increasing
TeveJS(ﬂ:cfime (e.g., by facilitating attacks,dfyqne person against another,

or by bringing a larger set of targets within_reéch'of impulsive Jjuvenile
robbers) . Intuftion is buttressed by some empirical evidence. Detailed
analyses of assau]té and murders have indicated that assaults with handguns
are much mofé 11ke1y to result in death or seridus injury than similar]y‘
motivated assaults with other weaﬁons.] Crude aggregate studies have
indicated that tﬁe availability of handguns is pdéitiveTy correlated with
levels of cm’me‘.2 Thus, there is some reason to be11eve that reducing
~the availability of- handguns would result in some reduction in both the
Tevel and severity of criminal offenses. Anticipation of these crime
reduction benefits justifies the advocacy of gun control policies.

A fundamental problem for gun control policies is that not all guh
ownership is bad. Indeed, only a tiny fraction of handguns owned in the
United States are used in cr%mina] offenses. The vast majorfty are used
for legitimate purposes such ag recreation or self-defense. While one
might think thesé apparentiy modest pleasures would yield to the potential
benefits of reducing serious crime, the bo11tics of the 1ssue.suggest
the contrary. Whether guh owners resist because théir pleasures are more
intense than we sﬁppose, or because they are more skeptical about the
crime reduction benefits rémains unclear. In any event, since most gun

ownership is socially harmless and gun owners are reluctant to surrender
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their rights to own handguns, the gdvernment should seek to pfotect and
preserve the legitimate sector of gun ownership. In effect, our policy
\objectives in fhe area of gun control EUSt be schizophrenic: we must
"seék to restrict illicit uses of handguns while simu]taneoué]y presérving
‘Tegitimate uses at current (or only slightly reduced) 1eve1s.3
“The desire to preserve a legitimate sector of gun ownership creates
significant brob]ems for the design of gun control policies. Part of
the difficulty is simply conceptual: a gun control policy designed to
‘ presefve legitimate uses is much mote complicated than one which 1ghores
them. A more important part of the difficulty is substantive: to pre-
serve a legitimate sectof of gunvownership it may be necessary to sacrifice
some portion of the crime reduct{on benefits achievable under é more
stringent control policy. The size of the 1egit1mate sector of gun

- ownership will affect observed levels .of gun crimes through two mechanisms.

First, since a gun is durable and versatile, there is a risk that
it will be used for purposes other than those for which it was originally
obtained. ‘In moments of passion, a gun can become a déngerous 1nstrumentv
of expressive violence. In moments of dire economic need, the gun can
create income earning possibi]itiés. In the face of uncertain threats,
guns used for self-defense can become the instruménts of tragic accidents.
When a gun 1is purchased, neither the,purchaser.nbr we can guarantee
that such events will not occur within the working Tife of tﬁe gun.
Thus, gunsjoriginally purchased.for legitimate purposés'account.for_some
portion of violent gun crimes.

Second, guns pUrchaséd and He]d for legitimate purposes can easi]y

Teak to people who have criminal intentions. The leaks can occur at
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different Tevels through a variety of méchanisms. At levels of production,
Who1e$a1e and retail distribution, the legitimate systenm 15 vu]nerab1e to.“
thefts, illegal sales, fraudU]ent purchases, -and 1egitimate purchases by
' ‘,peop1e’1ega11y entitled to purchase a gun, bqt intending criminal offenses.
At the Tevel of private ownership, similar vuinerabilities to theft,
illegal sales, fraudulent purchases and legitimate purchases exjst.‘
Indeed, éimple calculations indicate that Househde burg]éries alone
could easily satisfy the current i]1egaT demand fbr handguns.4
Since the size of the legitimate sector affects levels of handgun
crime, it may prove difficult to reducercrime without constricting the
legitimate sector. In effect, preserving a large sector of “handgun
ownefship may establish a tight upper bound on the potential crime
reduction benefits of any gun Contro] policy. Still, the purpose of this
_ana]ysis'is to begin an exp]orétidn of gun control p01icies which seek
to preserve a legitimate sector of handgun ownership and reduce levels
of handgun crime; In doing so, we may at least expect to solve the
ICanthual problems created by thé approach. We will present a relatively
well organiéedvdescription of the potential Sources of guns to different
. users, and outline po}icy instruments designed to control the different
sources.
However, it is not clear that we will solve the substantive problem.
It is possible that preserving the legitimate sector is inconsistent with
crime reduction dbjectives: there may be no policy that tightens the
legitimate sectof sufficiently to prevent substantial Teakage to the‘
| illicit sectof. Ag a corollary, any policy effectively designed to feduce*
violent handgﬁn crime may infringe substaﬁtia11y on the legitimate sector.

- Still, the exploration of policies that simultaneously protect 1egitimate'
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uses of handguns and restrict handgun crime is valuable even if only to
convince ourSg]ves that‘"corner solutions" (represented by our current
policy on one:hand and a complete ban and confiscation on‘the’ofher)
dominate the'ihtermediate policies we examine.

The approach will be‘the following. First, a simple model of
varioqs sub-mérkets for handguns will be presented along with whatever
Vempirica] infbrmation is currently available on their absolute and rela-
tive sizés. Second, po]ify instruments that can control the diverse sub-
markets will be identified. Future drafts will contain.additjonal em-
piriéa1 information abdut the re1ative sizes of tﬁe various sub-markets,
and jUdgmenté about the pptentia1 effectiveness,of control instruments.
When joined with an ana1ysis of tﬁe'demand for handguns,‘we may be able
to judge the 1mpact’of a1ternaf1ve gun cohtro] policies on both legitimate

v

and i1licit uses of héndguns.‘

IT.  The Markéf for Handguns

A Different Components of Demand

While the major purpose of this analysis is to describe the supb]y
side of the handgun market, it fs‘ﬁsefu1 to begin with a brief analysis
_of the demand. Several componenfs can be distinguished.

'Firsf, is the "legitimate demand" -- peop]elwho are legally entitled
to purchase abhandgun, and whose intended uses of the handgun are wholly
legitimate (e.g., recreation, or se]f—defense).‘ While néither they nor.
we can guarantee they wi]]‘nevér use the gun in a crimiha1 offense, at
the time of purchase, their intentions are entirely benign.

Second is the ”i1]icif demand“ for handguns. This -component includes

everyone who purchases a gun expecting to use it for a criminal purpose --




either expressive violence or contingent yio1ence.5 Within this "illicit

sector," it is useful to distinguish those who are legally entitled to

“own a handgun from those who are proh1b1ted A further distinction can

be made on the strength and durability of the 1nd1v1dua]'s'desire to own

a handgun. Some are strongly motivated, but their'intereét will quick1y
‘flag. Others are-?éry stfong1y motivated over the long run. Distinguishing
levels of motivétion is important'because motjvatioh will determine which
consumers will drop out of the market as the cost and 1hconvenience of
obtaihing handéuns increases. |

Table 1 summarizes these different components. ‘Under'idea1 circqu
»stances, it would be posSib]e to discuss the size, trends, and, most
importantly, the;fe1ative ihpoftahce of these components in the overall
pattern of handgun crime,v Unfortunately, current data permit only crude
calculations. |

-ngure 1 presents selected indicators of the demand for handguns.
Examination of these data suggests the fo]]owfng.tentative'conc]usions:
¢ The aggreéate“demand for héndguns is -increasing in
both legitimate and i1licit sectors.
"o The ihcrease is quite dramatic in tHe second half
of the 1960s. | |
e The demand in the j]jicit sector has.contihued to.
rise despite the levelling off of the Tegitimate demand.

Despite the dramatic grOwth\in the i11icit demand for handguns, illicit
uses continue tb constitute only a tiny fraction of the total stock of
handguns. Table 2 highlights this‘obserVation by presenting estimates
of the fract1on of the stock of handguns 1nvo1ved in criminal offenses in

1975, The estimates are calculated from alternative assumptions about
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the_“working Tife" of a'handQUn,7 and the number of handguns in private
hands in 1974. THe estimates must be considered extréme]y uncertain.
However, the calculations suggest that a maximum of 3% of the handguns
wereiinvolved in illicit activities:" A much more likely estimate is
fhat somewhere between 0.3% and 0.9% of tﬁe guns in private possession
were used in erimes.8

Unfortunately, these crude ddta do not allow us to distinguish the
role of the diffefent Componehts of demand in fhe erra]] handgun crime
problem. We.do not know what fractien of the handgun homicides are the
resu]f of impulsive attacks by legally entit]ed'persohs who bought a gqun
Tong ago for other purposes; what fraction repreéent 1mpu]siVe attacks
by'a person whose anger Tasted just long enough to buy a gun and attack
his victim; nor what fraction were professional "hits" accomp]ished
with a gun whose origins had been caeefu11y concealed. Simi1ar1y,‘among
the armed robberies, we do not know hdwmanywere carried out by criminals
who'yiewed obtaining a gun as a very small component of their'overa11
investment in preparing for the offense, nor hdw many resulted from
increased activity among juveniles who acquired a gun cesua11y and sud-‘
denly found numerous, lucrative targets vulnerable to their attack. |
Detailed analyses of the characteristics of offenders and offenses will
be necessary to separate these diverse components of demand. Lacking
these analyses (at tdis time), and knoding that the different sectors will
‘be differentially affected by policy instruments directed at different
‘sources of supp1y, it is difficult to gauge the likely impact of gun ’

control policy on the overall pattern of crime. -




B. Sources of Supply

The dramatic growth in the demand for Handguns has been supported
by. several differenf-supp]y sectors. Some are legitimate, some are
quasi-legitimate, and some are wholly illicit.

Probably the largest sector is the set.of federally 1iceﬁsed gun
dealers. . The Guh Control Act of. 1968 required all firearms dea]eré to
secure a federal license or face criminal prosecution.9 To become Ticensed,
a dea]er‘ﬁad to pay a small fee ($10.00 for dealers; $25.00 for pawnshops),
specify regular hours and a permanent location for his business, and meet |
‘relatively undémaﬁding personal standards (e.g., be older than 21, have
" no previous convictions, etc.). A federa]<11cense‘conferred‘some modeSt
‘benefits (e.g., the right tofengage in. interstate commerce with other
licenses and security against criminal prosecution). However, the license
also had Tiabilities. Licensed dealers were obligated to keep records,
and'were prohibited from selling handguns to convicted felons, drug users,
mehta1 defectives, out-of-state residents,'or minors. Moreover,\by
applying for a license, dealers exposed themselves to more regular and_'v‘
intensive federa1 observat1on. ‘,

On ba]anée, the legal requirement was probab1y sufficient to motivate
most dealers (and particularly the largest dealers) to appTy for federal.
Ticenses. Thisrspecu1étion is supported by a close examination of Figure 2.
The sheer number of 11céns€s distributed (more than licenses for every
100,000 -people over 21 in- the UJSﬁ)lindjcates a"sighifﬁcant respoﬁse to
the 1icensing requirement. _McreoVe}, the shape of the curVekis characte-
ristic of a diffusion process in which individuals who were selling guns
gradually became aware‘of thé licensing requirement and responded. Thus,
it is ]1ké1y that most people sej]ing;guns secured a license in accofdahce

with the federal law.
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However, several circumstances perm{t peopTe who sell guns to escape
(or ignore) the ob1igafion to secure a‘federal Ticense. First, there is
‘some ambigﬁity about who is required to posséss a license. The 1anggage
of the statute seems very broad. Despite emphasis on interstate commerce,
the statute appears fo require even those who restrict their activity to
1ntréstate activity to secure'a~1icen§e.]o 'Moreover, to the extent
that a few sales a year define a dealer, the licensing requirement
extends’even fo private individuals advertising a sale of a single hand-
xgun'in a classified column. Thus, tﬁe statute seems to esfab]ish a com-
prehénsiQe federal 11censing‘sysfem: no transaction can occur outside
its purview;b }

However, the very breadth of the lanquage creates the ambiguity.
No one quite believes that the federal goverﬁment red]]y means to regulate
that extensively. As a‘resu1t, it has been Teft partly to the courts,
partly to prosecutors; and partly to enforcement'officia}s to define thé
effective scope of the law. 'Tn ruling on cases under the Ghn Control
Act,.the\courts have teﬁded’to support the broad language of the statute.
They have ruled consistently that a dealer could not escape the federal
Ticensing requirement by restricting his activity to intra-state trans-
action.]] And, while the defihition of a dealer remainedrambiguous, the
~ courts have tended to define the concept -very broadly. Peob1e who made
as few as four transactions, or who simply stated to undercover po1i¢e
that théy dealt in guns have been‘considered dealers under the meaning
of the act.]2, Prosecutors and enforcement officials have been somewhat
looser than  the courts. They have adopted a crude rule of thumb based
on the number of transactions per year: anyone‘makﬁng more than five

_ _ ; . . ‘ . : ' 13
gun sales a year is a dealer; anyone making five or fewer 1s not a dealer.
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Note that in adopting this guideline, the prosecutors havé,‘in
affect, created a new legitimate supply sector. The sector includes
everyone who makes fewer than 5 intra-state transactions per year. It
will be identified as the ”pr%vate'sa1e sector." This sector is poten-
tially very important to gun control efforts for two reasons. First,
since.the'requirements of the gun control act apply to federal licenses,
" these private dealers are not bound by‘the‘same 1ega1’requifements as

the licensees.  In principle, they can sell to felons, drug users,

mental defectives, or minors. Second, since these private dealers cannot

be easily identified or ciosely observed, they.may‘be able to hide a very
‘high Tevel of activity behind their "legal" right to make as many as |
five transactions per year. : |

The second circumstance contributing to un]icenééd selling is the
‘ disiné]inafion of dealers who are both obligated and qualified to be
licensed to become so.- Their disinclination could result from
ignorance, or a deliberate decision to fake~advantagé of the
newness of the Taw, the amb%guity of the obligations, and the limited
enforcement capability of the federal government tb avoid their legal
»obh’gations.]4 Whi]e such dealers are technically in violation of -the
Taws (and face criminal penalties for their'neg1igence), they differ
from black market firms. They have Tégitimate sources of Weapons.. They
make no effort to conceal their business. Their guﬁs are not specia]]y
'tailoredito_the demands of illegal use. Tﬁey'wou]d be qualified to own
a federal 1fcense.- And they are no more‘1ike1y than federally licensed
dealers to se]]IHéndguns to people who use them in criﬁe. Ih effect,
| they are federal licensees who have not yet takeh‘the trouble to secure

their license. We will call this the "Scofflaw sector.” Note that the
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“Séoff1aw sectof" shades into the "private sa]es‘sector“-- particutarly
for those "priVate dealers" who make substantia]ly more than 5 sales per
year. Indeed, establishing this difference is usually the most important
legal strqu]e in prosecuting cases. |

These three sectors (federal licensees, private sales, and scofflaws)
constitute the “"commercial" sectors of the supply of_handguns. While
. the “firms” within these different sectors vafy in size and legal status,
they all advertise open]y,:se11 handguns, and‘maintaih Tegitimate sources
of quns. The éommercia1.aspects of these sectors insure tHat they will
contain a large fraction of the.hahdgun exchanges. However, there are
majdr'sources ofvhandQUns beyond these commercial sectors.

First, the 1akge stock of haﬁdguhsncUrrent]y in the hands of private,
unlicensed owners can reach new people through mechanisms other than pri-
vate commercia1‘sa1es.‘ Guns can be lent by private owners to acquain-
tances, close friends, orfrelafives, Or, they can bé stolen in the
course of an ordinary burglary or by“someone specifically seeking a gun.
'The ]ending’of,guns will beiidentified as the "hand to hand sector,"
and the theft of guns from private owners as the "theft sector.”

One might over]ook the potential importance'of these‘sectdrs_in
supplying héndguns to crimina]é. The "hand to hand sgctor;“ constrained
as it is to acquintances of current owners, might seem sufficiently
distinct from criminal populations to'Tessén its importance as a Ssource
for crimina]s; The “priVate theft sectof" might seem close enough to
criminals, but too small to be important. In fact, neither obsérvatﬁon
is correct. One only has tolreca11 that there are roughly 40 million
handguns 1n-privaté”hands, tHat each. individual has a rather large circle

of acquaintances, and that there is nothing to prevent a handgun from
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~being lent or given several different times to}éeebthat this "hand to

hand sector" can be very 1arge and.easify reach the peripheries of

crimiha1 popu]ations.]5‘ Similarly, if current surveys of gun ownership
are roughly accurate (e.g., 19% bf the househo]dé own a_handQUh);.and
~ if households with guns are Tikely as households wtthout guns to be
burglarized (e;g.; % of the hoUseho]ds ére burglarized); and if
burglars take guns as eagerly as, electric appliances, then4burg1aries'
can generate a flow of handguns each year.]6 This 1s'ab0ut SR
’of the eétimated illicit demand tor gquns. Thué, both sectors are poten-
tially 1mp0rtant.jn supp}ying handguns to criminals. |

Second, there are wholly illicit bldck market firms.]7 These
dea]ers resemb]er”scoff]ahs” in that they deal without a ticense. They
differ frdm the scoff]aWs tn that they would not be qualified for a
federal ]1cense5;have'noh1egitimate sources fdr the guns they sell, ‘seek
to obscure the origins of the guns they bbtain, and seek to‘concea] their
gun dealing activities from public view. . Since these firmé»se]l a
distinctive product (guns whose origins are-obscuré), charge a high price
to compensate them for the risk of 111eg§1‘dea1ing, ahd seek to conceal
their éctivities, these firms wt]1 be patronized primarily by i1licit
consumers. . Only these cystomers are willing to absorb the higher prices
and 1nconven1ence of the black market firms,
Table 3 suwmar1zes relevant character1st1cs of the d1fferent supply

sectors that have been 1dent1f1ed

C. Different Markets for Handguns
It is tempting to think that a systématic relationship will exist

between the types of consumers and the sources of supply. Legitimate

consumers ought to c]uster in the legitimate commerc1a1 sectors. Illicit
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consumers oﬁght to restrict théir-puréhases to the B]ack markets.

To -some extent, this is the way things work out. It is fairly
likely thatrb1a§k market firms wf]] be patronized almost exclusively
by beop]e who'are not entitled to own handguns, or who may be entitled
_ to'own a handgun, but do not want a gun that can be easily traced. It
is also fairly likely that wholly legitimate cbnsumers will restrﬁct _
their buying activitiy to the three legitimate (or quasi-1egit1matef

commercial sectors.

However, the major conceptual (and substantive) problem with this

tidy view of the world 1s>that thé 111fcit demand for handguns need nof
be restricted to the black market sector. Indeed, reflection shows that
the i1licit demand for handguns éan be»éatisfiéd by several devices.
Obvfous1y, people who are Tegally entitled to own a handgun (but intend
) fo use 1f in a crime) can penetrate the %edera] 11Censée sector eési1y,
to say nothing of the other commercial sectors. Indeed, even people who
are prohibited from owning-a handgun can penetrate the federal 1icehsee
sector thfqugh theft, fraudulent purchases, illegal sales covered as
fraudulent purchases, or the use of a "broker." 1 Moreover, given that
the reméihing éommerica1 sectors are essentia]ly unregulated, these
sectors ére vulnerable to both prohibitéd and Jega11y entitled but badiy
motivated purchases. Access to the hand to hand sector fs restricted
only by the proximity of a friehd, acquaintance, or relative who owns a
gun. Access to thé private theft sector is limited only by a person's
burglary skills, and his knowledge of the Tocation of handguns. Given
the vulnerabf]fty of all the supply sectors to penetration by 11]fc1t
consumers, we can by nofmeans'guarantee that the illicit demand will be

restricted to black markets.
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Table 4'$ummarizes thé'severa] devices available to different kinds
of consumers to secure handguns. In an ideal world, we would know the
relative sizes of these different flows. In this world, we are Timited
to some rough guesses about the size of the various sectors based on a
few very crude studies. |

We can begin with our previous estimates of the 1111¢1t_demand for
guns. Based on different assumptions about the working 1ife of a gun,
and relying on 1974 déta on the level of handgun crime, we estimated
thatvsomewhere between 100,000 and 350,000 handguns were used for illicit
purposes. |

The next étep is to establish some estimates of the size of the

different supply sectors. Data cﬁrrent]y available from ATF on the number

of handguns domestically produced or imported indicate a flow of some

1-2 million handguns per year through the commercial sector -- with the

vast proportﬁon moving through federal licensees and scofflaws. ‘Estimating

‘the flow from the stock of privately owned handguns is much more difficult.

3

~Zimring estimates that the 25-40 mil]ion handguns are currently privately
posééssed in the United S’cates.]9 The question is what fréction of these
chéhge hands fhrough\sa]e, borrowing, gifts, or theft. We do not know.
The Tast step that can be taken now is to make a rough estimate of
‘the re]ative sizes of the flows to the illicit sector by're]ying on a
small pilot stﬁdy by ATF'(Project 300) that traces the guns not only to
the‘1ast sale by a federal Ticensee, buy also through the private sa]é,
' hand to hand, and -theft séctor. Unfortunately, the study is flawed for
our purposes. |
First, it 1s.not clear what'constitutes a “cfime handgun" for the

purposes of this study. The sample was drawn from a subset of guns
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submitted for tracing. Not all guns submitted for tracing were'involved

in a crime. Moreover, some that were involved in a "crime," were involved
only in a "weapons" offensé ——ndt a property or violent crime cabried oﬂt
with a handgun. Thus, the sample of hahdguns being analyzed fails to
Corréépond precisely to our definition of the il1licit demand for handguns.
Second, in se]écting the sample of ‘handguns to be traced, several
biases were introduced. The first was that no-guns that*were.[gpgfzgg
-stolen were included in the sample. This 1ed.to a systematic underesti-
mation of‘the 1mporténce of thefts frem the commercial sector and private
_individuals fn supply crime‘handguns. Since wé know from previous studies
that about 6 - 9% of the-guns used in crime were reported stolen, we can
correct for this bias. However,'we’cannot currentiy distinguish thefts
from licensed dealers from "private thefts." The second source of bias
was to exclude guns that did not move in 1nterstate commerce or could not
~be traced to a licensed retail dealer. This bias_éffecfive]y,exc1uded the.
”scoff]éw sector." :Thus, not all of the possible supply sectors were
included in the study.
| Third, it proved impossible to trace many guns. Fully one third of the
vguns‘were "Tost." They could not be tra&éd beyond a certain point. Whi]e’
there ié a presumpt{on'that these lost guns ended up in criminal activity
through the brivate sector or the b]ack market, we do not really know.
Thus, Project 300 as curreﬁt1y reported is of limited value to our
current 1nvestigation; weimay'be abTe‘to extend its value by re-analyzing
the raw data, but re-analyses will not eTiminate the problems introduced
by the biasés in the selection of the sample or the fact that some guns
cannot be fﬁacedi Still, since Project 300 is the ohly curfent source
of information about the final sources of guns to people who use them in

crimes, we are bound to rely on it.




-21-

Table 5 presents rough estimates of: (1) the final sources of guns
submitted for tracing; and (2) the final sources of guns ahong those

20 Based on these observa-

arrested with guﬁs as reported in Project'BOO.
tions adjusted for known biases in the sample, some very rough estimates
~of the final sources of guns used in crifies are offered.

Table 6 combines the various bits of information in an overview of
the entire -handgun mavrket. Obviously dddifiona]‘empirica] investigation
is desperately needed. However, based on both the qualitative and quan-

-titatiye éna]ysis, fhe following conclusions seem appropriate.

e First, the il1licit demand for'guﬁs‘is very small in

terms bf both the flow of new guns through the
commercial sector and the.stocknof guns current]y in
private possession.

e Second, the i1licit demand for guns is supported

by many sectors in addition to the black market.

° _Third; thefts of guns from both commercial and private

possession sources constitute a major supply of guns
to the i1licit sector. Some of these thefts go
directly into the hands of offenders, others reach

offenders through black market fifms,'

III. Gun Control Policies and Instruments

The major objective in the design df gun control policies is to
find instruments which are effective in controlling the sources of hand-
~guns to people who use them in criminal activity. It is easy to assume

that this means nothing'more than feducing the supply of handguns to

known criminals. Moreover, given existing federal controls over dealers
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which prohibit intefstate‘sales of‘a11 kinds (except among federal 1fcenses)
and even intrastate sales to criminals, drug users, and people less than
21 years old, it might be easy to assume that ﬁhe problem was really
limited to the elimination of interstate black markets in guns. The
. ana]ysisrpresented above-suggegts that the problem is much more complicated
than this Sjmp]e view. Handgun offenseé'may be committed by individuals
who are not "known criminals"; and “known‘cfiminals“ have opportunities
to obtain handguns from many places other thaﬁ interstéte bTack market
- firms, J

Table 7 illustrates the potential reach of different gun control
policy instruments. Arrayed across the top are the different components
of 1111c1t;démand, and the potentfa] sources of guns. Arrayed down the
side are common1y,probosed adjustments in our current gun contro] policy.
The alternatives range from inexpensive, marginal adjustments to quite
costly, radical changes. Inspectioﬁ of Table 7 suggests the following
‘6bservations about the‘poteﬁtia] of gun control instrumehts‘to control
handgun ¢crime.

First, some component of the handgun crime prob]em'w111 result from
Tegitimate purchasers who purchased a handgun‘many &ears ago. and evéntua11y
usedrif in a crimina1-offense. This component of handgun cfime fs out
of reach of a11'po1icy jnstruments except confiscation’or “bUy—back”
policies. Conseqﬁent1y,’this-component of the handgun crime prbb]em‘is
1iké1y to be an irreducible Cdre,

Second, some component of the handgun crime problem W111 result from‘ 
legally entitled purchasers buying a'gun with thé specific intention of
"cqmmitting a crime. Some portion of assaults, murders, and robberies will

be of this type. Moreover, no improvement in enforcemeht of existing rules
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Fi11 reduce this activity. Restrﬁctions’on ownership or "waiting periods"

J would be necessary to have an impact on this crime sector, and even these
linsfﬁuments will have a marginal effect. |

| Third, .some component qf the handgun crime probTem will resu]t:ffom
prohibited persons obtaining a handgun from the federa11y‘]icensed sectbr
‘through fraudu]ent‘purchaﬁes.or illicit sa]es.  Some stiffening of existing
regulatory enforcement efforts might reduce this activity. ‘But,there

are clear Timits to how much this leak can be reduced. And even a very

-small leak can turn out to be large in terms of the illicit demandnfor guns.

Fourth, a significant component of handgun crime is.likely to be
supplied through prfvate sales or the hand to hand market. This Source
“cannot be controlled under existihg fedeka] statutes; Insofar as this
‘sector involves sa}es to persons brohibitéd ffom owning guns under state
- or local laws, state .and local agencies may be ab]é to take effective
action against this sector.

Fifth, a significant component of handgun crime will be supported
by thefts‘from both commercié1 and private possession sectors. Under
current laws, this sector can be cohtro]1éd only through general énti—
bgrg]ary strategies. Theoretically, this sector could also be controlled
by imposing security requireﬁents oﬁ both commercial and private handlers
of‘handguns. | |

;Sixth;'some componént of handgun crime will bé supported by black
markets. Note that the bjack markets themseTves will be supported by the
various leaks 1deﬁt1fied above, Conéequéht]y;‘successfu1 control of these
levels may be necessary and sufficient to control black markets as well
as diréct penetration of 1egitﬁmate,sector$ by criminals. However, in

addition, black markets can be controlled through federal, state and 1oca1

criminal enforcementiefforts against illegal gun dealers.

4
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Note that in considerihg which policy jnstruments ought to be added
(or extended) to reduce handgun crime, it is nof sufficient to look at
the current importancevof the different supply sectors. Tﬁat 1s;bif'b1ack
markets chrént]y account for 30% of the handguns used in crime} and we
‘deVe]dp an instrument which gjimihates the black market, we cannot cQuht
on a 30% reduction in handgun crime. The reason is that the different
sﬁpb]y sectors can substitute forone another. If the black market is
reduced in size, other sectors may pick up some of the previous démand;
The,imp1{cation of this observation is that there.are important inter-
dependenéies‘among the control 1nstruménts. Consequently, in designing
a control strategy, one shou]d be thinking of reducing the equilibrium
size of the market of handguhs thfoUgh.the management of a portfolio of .
control instruments. One should not be tﬁinking in terms of eliminating
_‘a particular source of supply.

Note also that Sincefthe existing stock of handguns in private
possession can easily be converted into.large flows to il1licit markets,
there is a Timit to what can be accomplished with control instruments
directed at the flow of guns through commercial sectors. Even if one
succeeded in cfosing leaks from the commercial sectbr entirély through a
complete ban on new production andvimports,‘the.existing stock of handguns

vcou]d support a significant amount of ij1e9a1 activity fofimany years
until the "working ijeé“ of the guns'were'entire1y cOnsumed.i Thus, there
are sign{ficantl1imitations nbt'on1y for7§§i§§igg_contno1 instruments,

but also for policies that are often considered extreme proposals.




~ FOOTNOTES

Franklin Zimring, "The Medium is the Mpssage: ’Firearm Caliber as

a Determinant of Death from Assault," 1 Journal of Legal Studies
- 97 (1972).

George D Newton and Franklin Zimring, Firearms and V1o]ence in

Amer1can Life, Nat1ona1 Commission on the Causes and Prevention

of Violence, 1969.

This situation is analogous to many other areas of éocia]bpo1icy
such as drug use, driving, gamb]iﬁg, and industrial productidn.
In all these cases,'the general activity has some valuable (or at
Teast unobjectionable) aspects. But the actiVity’a1so has potential
for dangeroué‘abuse. We seek to preserve the valuable parts and
. minimize the costly aspects thréugh a procéss of ”regu]atfon.” The
regu]atory strategy takes the form of establishing rules prohibiting
"abuses" or dangerous forms of theractivity, or restricting the
people who may engage in the activity to those who are Judged to
be competent and responsible, or,ﬁjawboning“ aﬁd education to en-
courage greater responsibility in the various activities. I some-
times ‘wonder why these parallels have not been noticed, and-why we
are not now’worried about “car control” in the séme way we ére '
worried about "gun control." o |

See below, p. 15.

The d1st1nct1on between expressive violence and contingent v1o1ence
rests on the va]ue of violence to the offender. It is express1ve
violence if the violence itself has value to him. It is cohtingent
lvio]ence if he is usingAthe threat of violence to extracthomething
of value from his victims. This seems to capture some ‘of the

- differences between assault and robbery.
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In the 1anguage of economics, we are distinguishing consumers who
~are ‘currently on the margin of gun ownefship from those who are

_ well within'the margin. |

The “Wofking‘]ife“ of a handgun is defined as the number of Crimina1
offenses in which it was‘used. This is a key concept for any ana-
1ysié of gun gontfo] instruments since it provides some clue about
" the potential érime reduction value of reducing‘the av&i]abi]ity“
of guns. We currently have no good empirical egtimates of this
number. One might assume that the working Tife depended primarily
on how often the gun was firgg_rathef‘than how often it was shown.
Since guns are usually shown other than fired in armed robberies,
»and since individual armed robbers are.likely to engage in many
offenses, I assume a larger working life of a hgndgun is robbery
than is assaults or murders. |

Note ‘that these numbers 1ook much different if one calculates guns
used in crimés as a fracﬁion of the.flgy'of guns (i.e., the total

_ number'of.guns that change hands each yeak) rather than the stock
of guhs. Studies of crime guns by Franklin Zimring indicate that
~many are relatively new and therefofe relatively ]1ke1y.to have
been involved in a retail sale. If we-assume that half thé crime
guns were purchased new, and that annual retail sales are about
1.2 million, than one can say that approximately 13% of the guns
sold in 1975‘were uséd in a crﬁhe.‘ This suggests that even mode-
rately éffectiye'contro1 over retail sales could héve én important
impact on crime. Unfortunately, one shou]d antitipate.that if
retail sales were slowed, othef éources of guns might‘become
~available, While there might still be some gains from controlling :
retail sales, they would be partia11y’offset by adjustments in

other sources of supply.
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T1t1e;18, United States Code, Chapter 44, Section 922.
One might think the intrastate sector would represent only a tiny
fraction of all gun exchanges. In fact, two’pieces of information

indicate that this sector is potentially large. First, a report

by the House Committee on the Judiciary on the Federal Firearms

Act of 1976'presents a map showing the ]ocatioh of manufacturers

-and wholesale dealers in the United States. FEach state has at

least several. Consequently, ft would bé possfb]e for many dealers
to obtain a gun without relying on interstate sales. Second, in
tracing 11;000 firearms, ATF reported that fu]]y 5,00Q‘had not
mbvéd'in interstate commerce. Thus, the intrastate sector is
potentially large and significant: |

Annotated U.S. Code.

Ibid.

Private communication with officials of the Department bf Justice
and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms;(ATF).

In F.Y. 1975, ATF completed 11,006 compliance 1nvestigatibns.

If the pobu]atiqn of Ticensees remains atyabove 100,000,‘the
average firm‘will be inveStigated about once every 10 years.

The estimatevof 40 mii]ion handguns has been made by Franklin

Zimring.  The role of the hand to hand sector is highlighted by

ATF's Project 300, a detailed tracing of handguns used in crime.

‘About 85% -of the second owners 6f'guns who were arrested with the

gun received their gun from friends or-re]atiyéS; See "ATF Fact

Sﬁeet: Project 300 Study," p. 2.

I am indebted to Philip Cook for the idea of this calculation.

The calculation assumes that houses with guns are as likely to be
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18.

19.
20.

burglarized as houses without guns, and that the gun will be found.

One can obviously make more conservative assumptions in this area.

_For example, we can assume that houses w1th guns are only about

. 50% as likely to be burglarized, ahd that there is only a 25%

chance that the gun will be found. This yields an estimate of
guns évai]ab]e from burglaries. This still represents = % -

of the 1ikely 1111cit>demand for guns.

We are currently engaged in a survey of B]ack‘Market firms en-
countered by ATF undercover agents. Pre]imjnary findings suggest

that the firms are very small, and supported by combinations of

- thefts from firms and individuals, legitimate purchases, and

private sa1e§.
The idea of a "broker" is simply a person who is legally entitled
to own a gun.and ishéecruited by someone not legally entitled to

purchase a gun and re-sell it to the illegal person. We See:this

- commonly in trying to control legitimate drugs.

40 million estimate made by Franklin Zimring.

.By fina] source, I mean the last source prior to the crime.




