
1

A Handful of Gun Dealers 
Are Fueling Pennsylvania’s 
Gun Violence

UNCHECKED, 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Gun dealers play the critical role of gatekeepers to 
those wishing to acquire a firearm: their conduct has 
a direct bearing on whether guns are diverted to the 
illegal market or made available to individuals who are 
at risk of harming themselves or others. Irresponsible, 
negligent, or reckless business practices by gun dealers 
are a root cause of guns used in crime. In Pennsylvania, 
gun dealers are subject to little to no oversight from 
federal and state regulators, which could stop unlawful 
sales. We are seeing the consequences of both federal 
and state inaction in Pennsylvania: The vast majority of 
guns used in crimes in Pennsylvania originate from in-
state gun dealers who are licensed under both federal 
and state law1 and yet are not subject to a level of 
oversight that deters negligent business practices and 
intentional gun trafficking.  

Fortunately, the number of Pennsylvania dealers in 
need of reform is few. The state’s nearly 3,300 gun 
dealers and pawnbrokers sold a total of 843,484 
firearms in 2023. The total number of guns recovered 
from crimes in Pennsylvania by law enforcement 
agencies that year was 17,027, and of those that could 
be traced, more than three-quarters came from gun 
dealers in the state. However, the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF) has cited less 
than 2% of the state’s gun dealers as high crime gun 
dealers selling significant numbers of guns recovered in 
crimes in a given calendar year.

In order to stem the flow of guns to people who commit 
crimes, gun dealers must be inspected regularly for 
compliance with the law. ATF, the sole federal agency 
with oversight of the gun industry, is currently ill-
equipped to perform such necessary oversight. While 
ATF states it aims to inspect each dealer every three 
years2, at the current rate, ATF would only inspect a 
Pennsylvania dealer once every 17 years.3 This rate can 
be expected to slow even further if proposed cuts to 
terminate two-thirds of the agency’s inspector positions 
are carried out.4 Accordingly, Pennsylvania state and 

local law enforcement must fill this gap and routinely 
inspect dealers, issue appropriate citations, and revoke 
licenses when justified. Pennsylvania law permits such 
inspections and authorizes both state and certain local 
law enforcement agencies to conduct them. A state 
appellate court recently affirmed this when it upheld 
the Montgomery County sheriff’s right to inspect 
dealers operating in the county.5 Pennsylvania state law 
similarly requires inspections in other industries, such 
as food processing,6 and those inspections have been 
shown to save lives.7 The gun industry should not be 
subject to any lesser standards. 

In the absence of adequate oversight from the 
federal government, state lawmakers can strengthen 
the laws that govern gun dealers who do business 
in Pennsylvania by creating enforcement and 
accountability standards. States with stronger laws 
regulating gun dealers have lower rates of guns flowing 
from the legal to illegal marketplace.8 Pennsylvania 
needs to enhance its current licensing scheme to 
create a robust system of dealer licensing and oversight 
that includes proper vetting, background checks, 
and training of employees; robust security system 
requirements including secure storage and audio/video 
surveillance systems; recordkeeping and retention 
improvements; and liability insurance. Pennsylvania law 
currently allows for the revocation of licenses, but must 
also include the option to fine and suspend licenses. 
Most importantly, the state needs to uniformly enforce 
responsible business standards for gun dealers to 
stem the flow of firearms into communities across the 
Commonwealth. 

The safer operation of the gun industry in Pennsylvania 
will not only save lives but improve communities 
generally by ensuring that only responsible and 
law abiding gun dealers are doing business in the 
Commonwealth. Pennsylvanians deserve no less.
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INTRODUCTION
For decades, Locks Philadelphia Gun Exchange 
(Locks) in Philadelphia was one of the biggest 
suppliers of guns used in crimes in Pennsylvania.9 In 
only three years, nearly 500 guns used in crimes in 
Pennsylvania were traced back to Locks.10 In one of 
the more than 60 Pennsylvania murder investigations 
involving a gun from Locks,11 a man killed his family, 
including his 7-year-old step-brother, the same 
day he bought the gun.12  While the owner of Locks 
claimed “we do everything by the books,”13 the facts 
tell a different story. 

Locks has a serious history of violating the law. In 
order to help ATF uncover trafficking rings, gun 
dealers must report when a purchaser buys more 
than one handgun over a period of five business days. 
One inspection in 2011 uncovered that Locks failed 
to file these reports for more than 40% of its multiple 
sales. This was despite being cited five years earlier 
for the same violation and assuring an inspector that 
they would file multiple sale reports.14 In 2016, Locks 
was cited for this same violation yet again.15 

In addition, inspectors found inconsistencies 
in Locks’s inventory records. In three different 
inspections, they were missing firearms.16 Missing 
firearms are considered by ATF to be a very serious 
issue17 as they can indicate lax store security or 
dealing guns “off the books.”

Despite the large number of crime guns consistently 
traced back to Locks, and repeated violations 
uncovered during ATF inspections, ATF allowed 
Locks to continue selling firearms.18 Finally, in July 
2023, during the period when ATF was empowered 
to rescind the licenses of dealers who commit serious 
violations, ATF revoked Locks’ license to sell guns.19

The overwhelming majority of guns used or suspected 
of being used in crimes (“crime guns”) originate from 
a small number of federally licensed gun dealers 
(referred to as Federal Firearm Licensees, or FFLs). 
According to the latest national data from ATF, 90% 
of guns used in crimes originate from only 5% of gun 
dealers, and 57% come from just 1.2% of dealers.20 
More recent data from Pennsylvania mirrors this 
finding—57% of crime guns traced between 2018 
and 2020 in Pennsylvania also came from 1.2% of 
dealers.21

Many crime guns are acquired from dealers by 
straw purchasers or gun traffickers. Others enter the 

criminal marketplace when they are sold illegally 
without background checks or stolen from a store. 
Whether a dealer is knowingly diverting guns or 
is merely behaving recklessly, the results are 
disastrous. One study showed that for every dealer 
that committed a serious violation of federal law, 
such as selling to a prohibited person, homicides in 
the neighborhood where they were located nearly 
doubled.22 

But such diversion of guns to the illegal market is not 
inevitable. Strong regulation of gun dealers, coupled 
with inspections to ensure dealers comply with the 
law, can have a remarkable impact on stopping the 
flow of guns to the streets and preventing the violence 
they cause — up to a 51% reduction in homicides 
in fact.23 Inspections are routinely and successfully 
used in other industries to improve public health and 
safety. The gun industry should be no different. 

ATF, the federal agency responsible for licensing 
gun dealers, has the authority to inspect dealers 
for compliance with the laws.24 Historically, ATF 
inspections are infrequent and overly lenient. 
Of the more than 3,200 licensed gun dealers in 
Pennsylvania,25 ATF inspected fewer than 200 
(less than 6%) of them in 2024.26 When dealers are 
found to be violating federal laws, their licenses are 
hardly ever revoked. A Brady analysis of ATF data 
between 2013 and 2021 shows that less than 0.5% of 
inspected FFLs were revoked nationally, despite the 
fact that a majority of inspections found violations of 
the law.27

Under the Biden Administration, this began to 
change. Many dealers who had been allowed to 
violate federal law for years finally had their licenses 
revoked when, in 2021, ATF instituted its Enhanced 
Regulatory Enforcement Policy, also known as “Zero 
Tolerance,” which led to a quadrupling of license 
revocations.28 During the three and a half years 
of Zero Tolerance, 644 dealers lost their federal 
licenses due to serious violations.29 Then President 
Donald Trump took office and started undoing this 
progress. Within three months, his administration 
terminated the Zero Tolerance policy,30 even going 
as far as inviting dealers who lost their licenses 

90% OF GUNS USED IN 
CRIMES ORIGINATE FROM 
ONLY 5% OF GUN DEALERS
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due to violations, like Locks in Philadelphia—one 
of Pennsylvania’s biggest crime gun suppliers—to 
reapply.31

Despite federal inaction, Pennsylvania communities 
do not have to live with lawbreaking dealers flooding 
their communities with illegal guns; state and local 
law enforcement can pick up the enormous slack left 
by the federal government. Pennsylvania can enforce 
state laws regulating gun dealers by conducting 
regular inspections. And while Pennsylvania law 
already goes beyond some federal regulation of 
dealers, the state can make those laws stronger and 
more effective. 

Research from 54 cities in states with strong laws 
regulating gun dealers revealed that when state or 
local law enforcement conducted regular compliance 
checks of dealers, there was significantly less firearm 
trafficking of guns purchased from FFLs than in states 
with weaker laws or no compliance checks.32 

Pennsylvania’s residents deserve to be protected 
from the scourge of illegal guns. It is incumbent upon 
state lawmakers to ensure that the gun dealers doing 
business in the Commonwealth are subject to the 
types of strong and effective laws that prevent the 
diversion of guns to the illegal market. It is also the 
responsibility of state and local law enforcement to 
ensure that gun dealers follow all firearms laws. 

THE DATA
Holding the local gun industry accountable for 
its role in diverting crime guns into Pennsylvania 
communities does not require wholesale change 
across the entire industry. In fact, as discussed 
throughout this report, very few gun dealers are 

responsible for selling the vast majority of crime guns. 

With roughly 3,300 FFLs who manufacture, import, or 
sell firearms, Pennsylvania ranks fourth among states 
for the highest number of gun dealers; 2,300 of these 
are retail gun dealers and pawnbrokers.33,34 In 2023, 
Pennsylvania FFLs sold a total of 843,484 firearms, 
including 458,554 handguns. Since the surge of gun 
sales during the pandemic, the number of firearms 
sold in Pennsylvania has been declining, which 
mirrors the trends across the country.35,36

While there are FFLs in every county in Pennsylvania, 
dealers in just five counties supply one-fourth of all 
the guns sold in the state. These five counties are 
home to 19% of the state’s FFLs.39 

Far more guns are sold in Pennsylvania in a given 
year than there are guns recovered from crimes. In 
2023, the total number of crime guns recovered by 
Pennsylvania law enforcement agencies was 17,027, 
of which 81% were handguns. There were at least 
985 Pennsylvania municipalities that recovered one 
or more crime guns in 2023. The cities that recovered 
the most crime guns are among the most populous in 
the state, and yet, with the exception of Pittsburgh, 
these cities are not located in the counties with the 
most gun dealers. 

Of the over 17,000 crime guns recovered in 
Pennsylvania and submitted to ATF for tracing, 
12,840 were successfully traced to their first retail 
purchase. Over three-fourths (77.6%) were traced 
to gun dealers in Pennsylvania, indicating that the 
state’s crime gun problem is mostly locally-grown. 
In addition, half of the traced crime guns were first Source: Pennsylvania State Police Firearms Annual Reports, 2019-2023.

Source: 2023 Pennsylvania State Police Firearms Annual Report

TABLE 2: TOP FIVE PA COUNTIES FOR FIREARMS 
SALES, 2023

TABLE 1: TOTAL FIREARMS SALES AND TRANSFERS 
IN PENNSYLVANIA, 2019-2023
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Sources of Crime Guns

The data presented above paints a picture of a state 
with a large gun industry, where the pandemic gun 
sales surge has yet to completely ebb, and where 
crime guns heavily impact a few cities. But the 
aggregate 2023 ATF trace data does not tell us which 
gun dealers supplied the crime guns causing harm in 
these communities. 

For that, we turn to the ATF’s Demand Letter 2 
Program, which identifies dealers who had 25 or more 
crime guns traced to them in one calendar year that 
were recovered less than three years after being sold. 
The 61 dealers in Pennsylvania who have been part 
of this program since 2021 represent just 2.2% of the 
dealers in the state.41 

Most of these dealers are located in the Pittsburgh 
and Philadelphia metro areas, as shown on the map 
below.42 

Small Number of Dealers

The Demand Letter 2 program provides the most 
recent glimpse into the state’s crime gun suppliers, 
but has limitations and cannot provide us with a 
complete picture. The most comprehensive dataset 
of Pennsylvania crime guns is Pennsylvania’s Gun 
Tracing Analytics Platform (see sidebar explaining the 
dataset.)

The database has now been taken offline; however, 
the three most recent years of Pennsylvania’s Gun 
Tracing Analytics Platform data (2018, 2019, and 
2020), which capture a total of over 30,200 crime 
guns, can still tell us quite a bit about the behavior of 
the state’s gun industry. 

MAP 1: PENNSYLVANIA FFLS IN ATF DEMAND 
LETTER 2 PROGRAM, 2021-2024

Source: Brady (2025, June). The Suppliers of America’s Gun Violence Epi-
demic: 2024 Update

TABLE 3: TOP FIVE PENNSYLVANIA CRIME GUN 
RECOVERY CITIES, 2023

Sources: ATF. Firearms Trace Data: Pennsylvania - 2023 (Data Source: Firearms 
Tracing System) January 1, 2023 – December 31, 2023;  US Census Bureau, 2023 
American Communities Survey, July 2023 population estimates

purchased less than three years prior to recovery — a 
strong indicator that the guns were trafficked.40

WHAT WAS THE PENNSYLVANIA GUN 
TRACING ANALYTICS PLATFORM?

The Pennsylvania Gun Tracing Analytics 
Platform was launched in 2019 by the then 
Pennsylvania Attorney General, Josh Shapiro, 
as part of an initiative for “investigating how 
prohibited purchasers obtain firearms and 
strategically shutting down those pipelines.”43 
The now offline platform showed aggregate 
crime gun trace information from participating 
law enforcement agencies, allowing 
Pennsylvanians to examine the sources of 
crime guns in their communities. The raw 
data on the crime gun traces, downloaded by 
Brady in August 2021, showed which dealer 
sold the gun, and when and how it was used 
in a crime.44 The complete database included 
4,318 Pennsylvania dealers, who together 
sold 91,689 guns recovered in crime between 
1977 and 2020.45 The data, while the best look 
at the sources of crime guns in Pennsylvania 
since at least the early 2000s, is not a fully 
comprehensive picture, primarily because it 
only includes law enforcement agencies in 
the state that participate in data sharing, and 
the time range for the data varied wildly from 
agency to agency. For more details on the 
dataset and methodology, see Brady’s 2022 
Pennsylvania report.46

https://brady-static.s3.amazonaws.com/Pennsylvania-Crime-Guns-Trace-Report.pdf
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Of the crime guns recovered by law enforcement 
agencies in Pennsylvania from 2018 through 2020, 
60% were first sold by dealers in Pennsylvania. 
Many of these dealers continue to operate. In fact, 
Brady found that of the top 30 dealers with the most 
traced crime guns, almost half are still in business.47 

recovered crime guns holds true even when narrowing 
the scope to just short time-to-crime guns (guns 
recovered less than three years after being sold). Just 
26 dealers (or 1.6% of dealers with at least one short 
time-to-crime gun trace) sold half of the 20,197 short 
time-to-crime guns in the database.50 

The gun industry’s explanation for this pattern is 
that selling crime guns is just a “cost of success” for 
dealers selling large quantities of firearms. Yet ATF 
concluded that “sales volume alone does not account 
for the disproportionately large number of traces 
associated with these firearms dealers.”51 Other 
research has also found that a gun dealer’s sales 
volume cannot fully account for a dealer’s number of 
crime guns.52

A more robust explanation is that a dealer’s behavior 
affects the number of crime guns they supply. In 
fact, research repeatedly shows a dealer’s business 
practices have a direct correlation with the number 
of crime guns traced back to them.53 In other words, 
better business practices lead to fewer crime guns. 
This is illustrated by a legal settlement in New York 
which resulted in top crime gun sellers agreeing to 
institute better business practices and submit to 
more oversight, including inspections. When they did 
so, the number of crime guns recovered in New York 
City from those dealers dropped by 84%.54 

The upside of these findings is that the small subset 
of poorly behaved dealers who sell most of the state 
crime guns can be held accountable. 

Dealer behavior and gun trafficking

As stated above, dealer behavior is an important 
predictor of the number of crime guns a dealer will 
supply. Gun dealers who facilitate sales to straw 
purchasers, gun traffickers, and unlicensed dealers 
ignore red flags that indicate an illegal sale is taking 
place. These indicators include, but are not limited to:

•	 multiple or bulk purchases of guns;

•	 the purchase of similar or identical firearms, 
particularly in the same transaction or within a 
short amount of time;

•	 a passive buyer accompanied by one or more 
people who seem more interested in purchasing 
firearms (especially if said people attempted to 
purchase a firearm at the dealer before, but were 
denied after failing a background check);

•	 paying in cash; 

The top five source counties for crime guns in the 
database align with more current data showing the 
top counties for numbers of dealers and total firearm 
sales. This is except for the number one source of 
crime guns – Philadelphia County, which earns this 
distinction despite not making the top five for number 
of FFLs or total firearm sales.
  
Data from the Pennsylvania Gun Tracing Analytics 
Platform mirrors older ATF data that indicate most 
crime guns are sourced by only a few gun dealers. 
The top 1.2% of Pennsylvania crime gun dealers 
source 57% of crime guns in the database48 — nearly 
identical to the latest national numbers.49 
This ratio of a few dealers supplying the majority of 

Source: Brady. Uncovering the Truth about Pennsylvania Crime Guns. 2022.

TABLE 4: MOST RECENT PENNSYLVANIA GUN 
TRACE DATA 

TABLE 5: TOP FIVE PENNSYLVANIA COUNTIES 
SUPPLYING CRIME GUNS

Source: Brady. Uncovering the Truth about Pennsylvania Crime Guns. 2022.
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•	 paying with a bank card in a name that does not 
match the name on the buyer’s identification 
document. 

Unfortunately, some dealers are willing to ignore 
these red flags in order to complete a sale. Straw 
purchases, in which someone buys a gun on behalf 
of the intended user, are illegal under both federal 
and Pennsylvania law. In several studies, researchers, 
pretending to be potential customers, called dealers 
to ask about buying a handgun for either themselves 
or a girl/boyfriend. In one, a large majority (71%) 
of the dealers indicated that they would sell to the 
caller regardless of the end-user of the gun.55 Further, 
research has consistently shown more than 20% of 
the dealers agree — over the phone, where they know 
they could be recorded — to conduct a clearly illegal 
straw purchase.56 

In Pennsylvania, as in the country as a whole, signs 
of straw purchasing and gun trafficking are on the 
rise. ATF considers a short time-to-crime (TTC) of less 
than three years to be a “trafficking indicator”57 that 
“signals direct diversion, by illegal firearms trafficking 
— for instance through straw purchases or off-the-
books sales by corrupt FFLs.”58

From 2017 to 2023, the national median TTC 
decreased almost 31% from 4.2 years to 2.9 
years.59 Slightly over half of the Pennsylvania crime 
guns recovered and traced in 2023 had a time-
to-crime of under 3 years.60 Of the traces through 
2020 in the Pennsylvania’s Gun Tracing Analytics 
Platform database, 44% had a TTC of under 3 years, 
substantially less than the traced guns reflected in 
the most recent data.61 

Another indicator of trafficking is if the gun has 
changed hands, meaning that the purchaser of the 
gun is a different person than the possessor of the 
gun at the time it was recovered. Nearly 60% of guns 
supplied by Pennsylvania dealers and successfully 
traced from 2017-2021 were possessed by someone 
other than the original purchaser.62

Guns that are recovered in other states are also 
likely to have been trafficked, especially if the 
guns were recovered shortly after being sold. More 
than a quarter (25.8%) of crime guns supplied by 
Pennsylvania dealers and used in crimes in 2017-
2021 were used in crimes out of state, and even 
internationally.63 And in 2023, Pennsylvania’s gun 
dealers were a major source of crime guns recovered 

in the nearby states of Delaware, New Jersey, New 
York, and Maryland. 

One final gauge of gun trafficking is the volume of 
straw purchase investigations and prosecutions. In 
2023, the Pennsylvania State Police initiated 9,153 
investigations under 18 Pa.C.S. §6111(g)(4), the 
statute which prohibits straw purchasing. In addition, 
255 people were convicted of violating the statute.65 

Taken as whole, these indicators paint a vivid 
picture of a significant gun trafficking problem in 
Pennsylvania; a problem that is preventable. 

THE SOLUTIONS
Because of their access to large amounts of firearms 
and ammunition, gun dealers who break the law 
or act carelessly pose a unique danger to public 
safety. A 2023 study of gun dealers and homicides 
in Columbus, Ohio, found that when gun dealers 
broke the law, there were more homicides in the 
community in which they were located. In fact, for 
every dealer who engaged in serious violations, 
homicides increased by over 96%. The study’s 
authors recommended that to remedy this problem, 
dealers be inspected and penalized when found to 
have engaged in violations.66

In order to prevent trafficking and reduce homicides, 
law enforcement must inspect dealers for compliance 
with the laws, and consistently enforce the law 
to stop dealers from committing violations that 
endanger public safety. Pennsylvania should also 
consider strengthening its laws to ensure that only 
reputable, law-abiding people are selling firearms in 
Pennsylvania communities and that all dealers abide 
by the safest business practices.

TABLE 6: PENNSYLVANIA-SUPPLIED CRIME GUNS 
BY RECOVERY STATE, 2023

Source: ATF 2023 aggregate trace statistics⁶⁴
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Licensed Gun Dealer Inspections

1. Dealers have control over enormous amounts of 
deadly weaponry. Inspecting them is paramount for 
public safety.

Inspecting gun dealers for compliance with state and 
federal law is essential for uncovering and deterring 
criminal behavior. In 2022, ATF explained to Congress 
why inspecting firearm dealers is so important to 
public safety.

obtaining weapons that will potentially facilitate 
criminal activity.”78 The “tight regulation” of dealers 
identified by the court involves state and local 
law enforcement inspections. In fact, it is their 
responsibility to inspect dealers to keep guns from 
flowing illegally from dealers to the streets — guns 
which often flow from the suburbs to underserved 
urban communities.79 For decades, firearm dealers 
have been licensed by Pennsylvania law enforcement 
without being inspected for compliance with public 
safety laws. It is time for this to change. 

2. Pennsylvania’s dealer laws must be enforced 
before more lives are lost.

Pennsylvania requires FFLs to obtain a license from 
the police department of a city or sheriff of the county 
in which the dealer is located.80 Licenses must be 
issued only to “reputable” applicants81 and applicants 
must acknowledge that:

ATF inspection of firearms licensees is 
focused not only on ensuring regulatory 
compliance, but also on integrating and 
analyzing risk factors to detect diversion 
from lawful commerce and identifying 
‘straw purchasers’ who illegally purchase 
firearms to supply guns to criminals. . . . 
The ATF’s FFL inspection program uses 
information related to recovered firearms 
to detect indicators of illegal firearms 
trafficking. The ATF processes provides 
[sic] leads to investigators for inspection 
of specific dealers who may be violating 
Federal laws intended to protect the 
American public.67 

Of the relatively small number of dealers inspected 
by the ATF before the Zero Tolerance policy, a 
majority were found to be violating federal gun 
laws.68 Even before President Trump took office and 
promised to gut ATF’s funding and staffing,69 ATF has 
been chronically underfunded and understaffed,70 
leading to most dealers being inspected only once 
a decade.71 In 2024, ATF inspected only 193 
dealers in Pennsylvania,72 representing less than 
6% of its dealers.73 That year, ATF’s Pennsylvania 
division performed fewer inspections than 75% of 
its counterparts, ranking 19th out of 25 divisions.74 
At the current rate, ATF would only inspect a 
Pennsylvania dealer once every 17 years.25 This 
is likely to become even more rare: the Trump 
administration’s proposed federal budget for 2026 
would cut more than 65% of inspectors.76 

State and local law enforcement can fill this 
enormous inspection gap as recently affirmed by 
a state appellate court.77 The court stated, “There 
is undoubtedly a substantial governmental interest 
underpinning our Commonwealth’s licensing 
scheme, as tight regulation of retail firearms dealers 
is necessary to prevent undesirable individuals from 

By signing the application [for a license 
to sell firearms] . . . the applicant gives 
permission to the Pennsylvania State Police, 
or their designee, and the issuing authority 
to come to the licensee’s business location 
and inspect the premises, records, and 
documents without a warrant, to ensure 
compliance with this chapter, and the act.82

Although Pennsylvania law includes penalties for 
dealers who violate its laws, the state does not 
conduct routine inspections of dealers, making it 
nearly impossible to detect those violations. As a 
result, violations often go unnoticed and the law 
unenforced, limiting the law’s real-world impact. 

The licensing authority may revoke a dealer’s 
license83 for not following the law, including for 
example:

•	 Selling guns at an unauthorized location (ex. not 
their store or a lawful gun show);

•	 Not checking for proof of the purchaser’s 
identity before transferring a firearm (unless the 
purchaser is personally known to the dealer);

•	 Failing to keep proper records of every firearm 
sold and retaining them for 20 years (in order 
to assist in tracing if any gun is recovered in a 
crime);

•	 Displaying handguns, short-barreled rifles, short-
barreled shotguns where they can be readily seen 
from outside the premises; and
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•	 Not storing firearms securely, but only in cases 
when the Pennsylvania State Police (“PSP”) 
declares a clear and present danger to public 
safety and the store is closed for business.84

Gun dealers in Pennsylvania would also be subject to 
criminal penalties85 if they:

•	 Knowingly or intentionally sell, deliver, or transfer 
a firearm under circumstances intended to 
provide a firearm to any person who is unqualified 
or ineligible to possess a firearm under 
Pennsylvania law; 

•	 Deliver a firearm in violation of the requirements 
of Pennsylvania law and have reason to believe 
that the firearm is intended to be used in the 
commission of a crime or attempt to commit a 
crime;

•	 Sell a handgun, or short-barreled rifle or shotgun, 
without using an application/record of sale that 
contains the following question:

Are you the actual buyer of the firearm(s). 
. . listed on this application/record of sale? 
Warning: You are not the actual buyer if you 
are acquiring the firearm(s) on behalf of 
another person, unless you are legitimately 
acquiring the firearm as a gift for any of the 
following individuals who are legally eligible 
to own a firearm: (1) spouse; (2) parent; (3) 
child; (4) grandparent; or (5) grandchild.

Gun dealers are required to send the application/
record of sale to PSP within 14 days of the sale and to 
retain one copy for a period of 20 years.86

Both Pennsylvania and federal law require dealers to 
conduct background checks on purchasers according 
to specific procedures.87 Federal law regulating 
dealers mirrors many of Pennsylvania’s other 
requirements.88 

Unfortunately, these Pennsylvania laws are not being 
utilized as designed to hold dealers accountable. 
Law enforcement should not wait until a disreputable 
dealer trafficks guns that are later used to take lives. 
State and local law enforcement must proactively 
ensure that dealers are following these laws before 
more lives are lost. 

3. Inspections make Americans safer and  
reduce costs

Inspections in other industries have been shown 
to improve public health and safety and reduce 
the costs associated with negligence or willful 
misconduct. Over 40 years, regular workplace 
inspections and stronger federal standards have 
cut workplace deaths by approximately 65% even 
while the American workforce doubled.89 Foodborne 
illnesses result in 3,000 deaths and $75 billion in 
costs each year in the United States.90 But when 
restaurants are regularly inspected, the likelihood 
of outbreaks and incidences of salmonella are 
reduced.91 

Over the past 10 years, Pennsylvania’s rate of gun 
deaths has climbed. In addition to the incalculable 
psychological toll this loss of life has on families and 
communities, it also has a steep economic cost: 
Pennsylvania’s gun violence costs taxpayers an 
astonishing $470.7 million each year.92

As with workplace and food safety inspections, 
FFL inspections save lives. Saving lives also saves 
money. Investing in the solutions to gun violence have 
repeatedly been shown to produce extraordinarily 
high returns.93 

Since the vast majority of crime guns come from 
a small percentage of dealers, regular inspections 
of those high-risk dealers by state and local law 
enforcement can have a dramatic impact on deterring 
bad behavior and inducing good business practices 
that keep guns from getting to the streets. High-risk 
dealers are identified by having repeat violations 
or large numbers of crime guns traced to them. 
They are dealers who are known to have facilitated 
straw purchasers or conducted illegal sales, or have 
poor security systems and inventory control that 
have resulted in stolen, lost, or missing firearms. 
By prioritizing the inspections of high-risk dealers, 
law enforcement can make more economical use of 
public resources. 
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CASE STUDY

Island Firearms

In 2016 a firearm was recovered at a crime 
scene that should have been in inventory at 
the Pittsburgh dealer, Island Firearms. When 
contacted by ATF, the dealer was unaware that 
the gun was no longer in their store. This failed 
trace request triggered an inspection by ATF, the 
store’s fourth in five years94 — a rare occurrence 
since most dealers will not be inspected even 
once in a five year span.95

The 2016 inspection found behavior and 
violations so egregious that the inspector wrote 
he had a “growing concern for public safety,” 
noting, “...[T]here were a large number of 
firearms that were stored unsecured on the 
sales floor. There were four plastic tubs filled 
with handguns that were stored on the sales 
floor next to fishing supplies, and there were 
numerous long guns in boxes that were stored 
next to the handgun tubs. These firearms were 
readily accessible to customers, and as there are 
often several customers at a time in the store it 
would be very easy for someone to steal firearms 
from the licensee.”

The 2016 inspection found several repeat 
violations, including missing firearms and 
disorganized inventory, a failure to protect 
customer privacy, selling firearms to people who 
appear to be prohibited from owning firearms, 
and recordkeeping that had “deteriorated 
since the previous recall inspection” just 15 
months prior. Finally, the inspector reported, 
the dealer “continues to have issues with” not 
reporting multiple handgun sales — gun dealers 
are legally required to report to ATF when a 
purchaser buys more than one handgun over a 
period of five business days in order to help ATF 
find and shut down trafficking rings — despite 
reassurances in past inspections that the dealer 
would do so. The inspector continued, “The 
licensee has failed to develop an internal control 
to assist him with identifying and reporting these 
types of sales.”96

The results of these poor business practices 
speak for themselves: at least 313 crime guns 
came from Island Firearms between 1996 and 
2023, including at least 50 in just 2022 and 
2023.97 Seven of these guns were recovered 
in homicide investigations.98 Some of these 
guns were sold to straw purchasers, according 
to two indictments in 201899 and 2019100 that 
name Island Firearms as the supplier.

The failure of ATF to revoke Island Firearm’s 
license in 2016 not only endangered the 
public, it failed to improve the dealer’s 
business practices. Instead, the owner’s 
daughter obtained a new FFL under the name 
Neville Island Firearms and continues to 
operate the business at the same location101– 
thereby effectively wiping clean Island 
Firearms’ spotty history of compliance with 
the law. Replacing its old license with a new 
one gives the store a clean slate in terms of 
compliance history.102

Pennsylvania should strengthen dealer 
regulations to reduce gun trafficking and 
gun thefts from dealers in the state.

Seventeen states, including Pennsylvania, and the 
District of Columbia require dealers to get a state 
license,103 but the standards imposed on dealers vary 
widely between the states. States with the strongest 
requirements have lower rates of gun trafficking, 
straw purchases, and stolen guns. According to a 
Brady analysis of 2023 ATF data,104 New Jersey had 
the second-lowest rate of crime guns sourced from in-
state dealers, while Pennsylvania had the 19th lowest. 
The strength of New Jersey’s gun dealer regulations 
compared with Pennsylvania’s likely explains this 
difference. 

Many states have imposed stronger regulations 
of gun dealers than Pennsylvania, including New 
Jersey. Some of the policies most likely to reduce gun 
trafficking and the theft of guns from dealers that 
Pennsylvania could adopt are:
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1. Employee background checks

Neither federal nor Pennsylvania law requires gun 
store employees to be subject to background checks 
before selling firearms. Even the gun industry’s trade 
association, the National Shooting Sports Foundation 
(NSSF), has agreed that background checks are 
necessary: it has advised its members to conduct 
background checks on anyone who will have actual 
(e.g., handling a firearm) or constructive (e.g., having 
the keys to the safe where the firearms are stored) 
possession of firearms. Specifically, NSSF’s website 
states: 

Companies do have an obligation to learn as 
much as they can[,] and are legally entitled to[,] 
about the candidates they are evaluating for 
hire. In fact, it is a business’ duty to ensure a 
potential hire does not have an adverse history 
that could potentially harm a business or pose a 
safety risk to employees and clients.114 

NSSF is right about this—dealers have an obligation 
to ensure they are not allowing someone deemed too 
dangerous or untrustworthy to purchase or possess 
firearms to sell or have access to large quantities of 
them. 

While both federal and Pennsylvania law require 
background checks for gun store owners, it fails to 
do so for the employees who handle large quantities 
of guns and ammunition. At least 10 states already 
have addressed this public safety issue by requiring 
background checks of gun dealer employees.115 

Pennsylvania should join these states by requiring 
gun dealers’ employees to be subject to background 
checks.

2. Require gun dealers to keep electronic records of 
all gun sales and send them to state and local law 
enforcement

Electronic sales records allow law enforcement to 
quickly and efficiently trace a firearm after it is used 
in a crime. The faster law enforcement can trace a 
firearm, the faster they can solve gun crimes and 
uncover gun trafficking. When records are kept 
electronically, there is less likelihood of errors than 
with handwritten records and law enforcement can 
more easily identify patterns associated with gun 
trafficking. Electronic records that are sent to law 
enforcement are also more secure than paper records 
which can be lost, stolen, or damaged. Electronic 
records can also allow gun dealers to more easily 
search their records for suspicious patterns and 
purchasers, potentially stopping guns from ending up 
in the wrong hands in the first place.

Pennsylvania requires handgun and certain other gun 
sale records to be transmitted to the Pennsylvania 
State Police within 14 days of the sale.116 Rifle and 
shotgun sales do not have to be reported. Although 
not required, the state has developed a system to 
allow dealers to transmit those records electronically 
though no data is available for how many dealers 
utilize the system.117 

Five states and the District of Columbia require all 
firearm sales to be transmitted to law enforcement.118 
In order to facilitate the fast and effective tracking 
of crime guns and identification of patterns of gun 
trafficking, Pennsylvania should require all gun sale 
records to be sent to law enforcement electronically.
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3. FFLs and their employees must be trained to 
identify illegal activity

According to the ATF, “[g]un retailers can significantly 
reduce the risk of straw purchasing at their store . . 
. Educating employees to recognize and respond to 
red flags indicating a possible straw purchase are 
key.”119 Businesses that pose unique risks to public 
safety are often required to train their staff to prevent 
illegal activity. For example, in Pennsylvania, people 
who sell or serve alcohol are required to take training 
to prevent service of alcohol to minors and to visibly 
intoxicated persons.120 Gun sellers should, similarly, 
be required to take training to prevent illegal sales. 

In its Code of Conduct for responsible gun dealers, 
Brady recommends that FFLs take the following steps 
to prevent straw purchases:121

•	 Screening for indicators of straw purchases and 
firearms trafficking. Measures include but are not 
limited to: 1) asking questions of all prospective 
purchasers to determine if they are a legitimate, 
responsible purchaser; 2) asking all prospective 
purchasers if they have or will obtain sufficient 
training and knowledge of the firearm(s); and 3) 
asking all prospective purchasers whether they 
intend to provide the firearm to someone other 
than the prospective purchaser.

•	 Maintaining and reviewing requests received 
from any federal, state, or local law enforcement 
agency concerning guns later traced to crime. 
Identifying the names of purchasers that bought 
a gun later traced to crime and identifying any 
patterns in sales of guns later traced to crime 
may help you expand your best practices to avoid 
similar sales in the future.

•	 Ensuring that the name on the method of 
payment matches the name of the prospective 
purchaser (if a name is provided on the method of 
payment, such as credit card).

•	 In the case of transfers of firearms that were 
purchased over the internet, the telephone, or by 
other electronic means, ensuring that the person 
who ordered and paid for the firearm is the same 
person who completes the transfer in person. 

•	 Prohibiting dealer personnel from directing a 
customer as to how to answer questions or forms 
required to be completed in connection with the 
sale. 

•	 Limiting purchases of firearms to one per 30 days 
per civilian, non-law enforcement customer.

Several states have enacted laws requiring gun 
dealers and their employees to undergo training to 
identify and prevent illegal sales like straw purchases, 
including most recently in Colorado.122 To ensure 
that gun dealers are not negligently or unwittingly 
facilitating illegal sales, Pennsylvania should require 
its dealers to be trained to spot such illegal activity.

4. Store Security

Pennsylvania State Senators Frank Farry, Tracy 
Pennycuick, and Joe Picozzi have acknowledged the 
risk guns stolen from dealers pose to Pennsylvanians: 
“Many communities in our Commonwealth have had 
to deal with gun store [burglaries that] typically spawn 
further crime as the stolen weapons are used to 
threaten, hurt, or murder others as well as to support 
other criminal operations.”123 Between 2020 and 
2024, Pennsylvania dealers reported 4,502 firearms 
lost or stolen from their inventories.124 

Many, if not most, gun store thefts occur when the 
business is closed. Perpetrators break storefront 
glass with guns, cars, or other tools to gain entry. As 
many gun stores keep their inventory in glass cases 
overnight, it takes only seconds for perpetrators 
to break the glass cases and gather up dozens of 
unsecured firearms. 

A sampling of recent incidents at Pennsylvania gun 
stores demonstrate this:

•	 June 2025: Individuals threw a brick through 
the window of National Range and Armory, 
Williamsport, at around 5:21 a.m., entered, and 
fled with multiple firearms.125

•	 March 2025: At approximately 4:30 a.m., 
individuals shot through the window of Allegheny 
Arms and Gun Works in Bethel Park, where guns 
are stored in glass display counters. Within 45 
seconds, the individuals were able to grab 56 
guns and an armful of ammunition.126

•	 Late December 2024: On Christmas Day, 
individuals crashed their car into the front of 
Operation Freedom Firearms in Muncy, breaking 
the doors and front wall to gain access, and 
stealing five handguns.127

•	 Mid December 2024: At around 11:30 p.m., two 
individuals broke the front window of Tall Tales 
Sporting Goods in Pine Grove, after disabling 
electrical wires. They stole five AR rifles.128
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In 2017, the Tampa Bay Times concluded an 
18-month investigation into gun store burglaries 
and found that “[w]eak security practices at many 
gun stores have made commercial burglaries an 
increasingly significant source of weapons for 
criminals in Florida and beyond.”129 Furthermore, gun 
dealers “are fueling a black market of firearms for 
people who can’t get them legally. They can resurface 
in violent crimes or end up in the hands of [people] 
convicted [of] felon[ies].”130

Pennsylvania does not require dealers to secure their 
firearms unless the PSP Commissioner declares a 
“clear and present danger” in that area or the state 
as a whole — however, this has never happened.131 

Colorado,132 New Jersey,133 New York,134 and several 
other states require gun dealers to take steps to 
prevent the easy theft of guns and ammunition after 
hours.

Minnesota, for example, specifically requires dealers 
who display no more than 50 handguns for sale at any 
time to secure all handguns in a locked safe, locked 
steel gun cabinet, or on a locked, steel cable that runs 
through the handgun’s trigger guards after business 
hours.135 The safe, gun cabinet, rod, or cable must be 
anchored to prevent its removal from the premises. 
In addition, the Minnesota Commissioner of Public 
Safety has developed further standards for gun dealer 
security. Larger dealers must:136

•	 Install vehicle-resistant barriers to prevent the 
penetration of the dealer’s place of business by 
a motor vehicle. The barriers must protect any 
areas that are accessible to vehicles and that 
have a free run distance of 50 feet or more.

•	 Secure each perimeter doorway by using: 

	⚬ A windowless steel security door equipped 
with both a dead bolt and a doorknob lock.

	⚬ A windowed metal door that is equipped 
with both a dead bolt and a doorknob lock. 
The window must be made of one-half inch 
polycarbonate or glass reinforced with metal 
mesh. If the window has an opening of five 
inches or more measured in any direction, 
then the window must be covered with steel 
bars or metal grating137 affixed to the interior 
of the door.

	⚬ A metal grate that is padlocked and affixed 
to the premises independent of the door and 
door frame.

•	 Cover all windows with steel bars that are 
anchored internally to the wall joists.

•	 Secure a room where pistols are stored after 
hours with a locked steel door or metal grating.

•	 Not display pistols within four feet of a window 
unless the window is covered by metal screen that 
is anchored internally to the wall joists.

•	 Secure heating, ventilating, air conditioning, and 
service openings with steel bars, metal grating, or 
an alarm system as described.

•	 Illuminate each perimeter doorway so that 
the doorway is clearly visible after dark from a 
distance of 100 feet.

While gun dealers may have insurance that 
compensates them in the event that their store is 
burglarized and inventory is stolen, the people who 
are victims of the stolen guns do not have such 
recourse. The state has a public safety responsibility 
to its residents and that responsibility entails 
requiring businesses that sell highly valuable deadly 
weapons to secure their premises and inventory. Like 
Minnesota and the other states that require dealers 
to securely store their inventory when the business 
is closed, Pennsylvania should develop and adopt 
similar standards. 

CASE STUDY

Sportsman’s Supply Company

One Pittsburgh-area gun store sold more than 
2,600 guns “off the books” in just four months 
in 2020. Grant Williams, the then-owner of 
Sportsman’s Supply Company in Butler pleaded 
guilty for making these dangerous gun sales after 
ATF tried to trace firearms from his inventory 
that did not have a record of sale, prohibiting the 
agency from completing the trace and inhibiting 
law enforcement investigations. After auditing 
the store’s records, ATF discovered he had sold 
2,636 guns from May - August 2022 without 
recording any information regarding the sales as 
required by federal and state law. Grant Williams 
was sentenced to 45 days in prison followed by a 
year of supervised release and fined $400,000.138 
Off-the-books sales are often an attempt to 
traffic firearms. Frequent, regular inspections 
can prevent this behavior by ensuring a dealer’s 
inventory matches its sales records.
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CONCLUSION
Licensed firearms dealers are a significant source of the guns that have 
been used to rob Pennsylvanians of their lives. But for far too long, 
these dealers have operated with little oversight and scrutiny, and have 
gone relatively unchecked by federal, state, and local authorities. It’s 
time for this to change and for the gun industry to be treated like other 
industries where inspections improve public health or safety. There is 
no sensible argument for why people serving alcohol must be trained to 
prevent underage sales but people selling guns should not be trained to 
prevent illegal sales. Just like restaurants in Pennsylvania are routinely 
inspected to prevent foodborne illnesses,139 gun dealers should be 
inspected to prevent gun trafficking. This should not be a matter of 
debate or partisan politics. 

Pennsylvania law enforcement and lawmakers have a responsibility to 
the communities they serve to ensure that only law-abiding, responsible 
people are selling guns. For state and local law enforcement, this means 
conducting regular inspections of dealers. For lawmakers, it means 
directing funding to conduct those inspections and continuing to pass 
public safety laws that subject gun sellers in the Commonwealth to the 
highest public safety standards.

The causes of and solutions to gun violence are complex but the 
solution here is not. Gun dealers must be held to the same standards to 
which our society holds similar businesses. By doing so, Pennsylvania 
can make great strides in removing a significant source of illegal guns 
and preventable deaths, and make all residents safer.
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