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Obijective: To describe gun shows and assess the impact of increased regulation on characteristics linked to
their importance as sources of guns used in crime.

Design: Cross-sectional, observational.

Subjects: Data were collected at a structured sample of 28 gun shows in California, which regulates these
events and prohibits undocumented private party gun sales; and in Arizona, Nevada, Texas and Florida—aill
leading sources of California’s crime guns—where these restrictions do not exist.

Main outcome measures: Size of shows, measured by numbers of gun vendors and people in attendance;
number and nature of guns for sale by gun vendors; measures of private party gun sales and illegal surrogate
(““straw’’) gun purchases.

Results: Shows in comparison states were larger, but the number of attendees per gun vendor was higher in
California. None of these differences was statistically significant. Armed attendees were more common in
other states (median 5.7%, interquartile range (IQR) 3.9-10.0%) than in California (median 1.1%, IQR 0.5~
2.2%), p=0.0007. Thirty percent of gun vendors both in California and elsewhere were identifiable as
licensed firearm retailers. There were few differences in the types or numbers of guns offered for sale; vendors
elsewhere were more likely to sell assault weapons (34.9% and 13.3%, respectively; p=0.001). Straw
purchases were more common in the comparison states (rate ratio 6.6 (95% Cl 0.9 to 49.1), p=0.06).
Conclusions: California’s regulatory policies were associated with a decreased incidence of anonymous,
undocumented gun sales and illegal straw purchases at gun shows. No significant adverse effects of these

policies were observed.

10 100 homicides, were committed with firearms in the

US.' > American firearms also figure prominently in crimes
committed elsewhere; some 80% of Mexico’s illegal firearms
and most recovered crime guns in major Canadian cities are
imported illegally from the US.’

Gun shows are an important source of the guns used in these
crimes in all three countries.*® During the late 1990s, cases
involving gun shows and flea markets accounted for 30.7% of
all trafficked guns in the US,* with individual cases involving as
many as 10 000 guns.® Canada’s Criminal Intelligence Service
refers to unregulated American gun shows as a ‘serious
threat”.”

Little is known about gun shows, beyond anecdotal data
gleaned from criminal investigations, and no evaluations have
been published of policies regulating them. This study was
undertaken to help address those deficits. It describes a
structured sample of gun shows and assesses one state’s efforts
to reduce the importance of gun shows as sources of crime
guns.

|n 2005, an estimated 429 740 violent crimes, including

Background: policies affecting gun shows in the US
There are more than 4000 gun shows annually in the US."
Federal statutes do not regulate them. They play a unique role
in gun commerce, stemming from the fact that licensed firearm
retailers, unlicensed gun vendors who display their inventory at
a fixed location, and individual attendees who walk the aisles
selling guns, are all present and competing against one another.
Federal statutes do govern who may purchase firearms; those
convicted of felony crimes and certain others are prohibited."
Background checks are required for people purchasing firearms
from licensed retailers. In 2005, 8.3 million background checks
were conducted, resulting in 131 900 denials of purchase."
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It is a felony under federal law to purchase a firearm for
another while representing oneself to be the intended possessor
of that firearm. Such surrogate or “straw’” purchases are
nonetheless an important source of guns used in crime.*

Licensed firearm retailers are regulated by the Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF). They must
identify prospective purchasers and initiate background checks,
may not sell guns to prohibited persons, and must record all
sales and report to the ATF all sales of multiple handguns. But
only those “engaged in the business” of selling guns must be
licensed to do so."” No license is required to “[make] occasional
sales, exchanges, or purchases of firearms for the enhancement
of a personal collection of firearms”."” A private individual may
legally buy and sell many guns each year while claiming to be
an occasional seller and collector.®

Such unlicensed vendors are reported to make up 25-50% of
all gun vendors at gun shows." In all but a few states, they may
ignore the identification requirement, cannot initiate back-
ground checks, and need not report multiple sales or keep
records. The same is true for individual attendees at gun shows
who bring guns to sell.

Undocumented “don’t ask, don’t tell” gun sales involving
unlicensed vendors and individual attendees reportedly con-
tribute to gun shows’ importance as sources of crime guns.® '
They allow prohibited persons to purchase firearms, as no
background check is done. The absence of records complicates
gun ownership tracing, used by police agencies to identify gun
trafficking networks and solve individual crimes.* *°

California maintains a uniquely restrictive regulatory envir-
onment for gun shows. Promoters must be licensed. They and
both licensed and unlicensed vendors are subject to many

Abbreviations: ATF, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives
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