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One Market, Many Guns: Illicit and Trafficked Firearms  

in the United States and Mexico, 2021–2026 

Executive Summary 

Firearm violence is one of the most pressing public health and public safety problems in the 

United States and in the hemisphere. About two-thirds of crime guns recovered in Mexico and 

submitted for tracing came from the United States, and most traces of U.S.-sourced firearms 

outside the United States were recovered in Mexico. Because the gun markets in the United 

States and Mexico are so intertwined and impact people in both countries so profoundly, it is 

crucial to examine them together. 

Between January 2021 and May 2026, 2,216,052 firearms recovered in the United States and 

Mexico were traced to their purchase from a U.S. gun dealer, according to data from the 

Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF). For 2,214,914 of them, the data 

identify the zip code of the dealer that sold the gun. Through public records litigation and 

subsequent records requests, Stop US Arms to Mexico for the first time obtained crime gun 

tracing data broken down by the zip code of purchase, the state where guns were recovered, 

year of recovery, and time between the gun’s purchase and when it was recovered (known as 

“time-to-crime,” or TTC). The data show that gun trafficking is not a diffuse national or 

international problem. It is rooted in specific places. 

Mexico is the fastest-growing of the report’s four destination categories for trafficked firearms 

(within state, bordering states, non-bordering states, and Mexico). The number of guns 

recovered in Mexico and traced to a U.S. sale rose 85 percent from 2021 to 2025, and Mexico 

was the only one of these destination categories where traces rose in every interval of time-to-

crime. 

Guns purchased in a small number of zip codes have the biggest impact. Just 456 zip codes, 

about 1.1 percent of zip codes in the United States, rank in the top 20 percent of sources in all 

four recovery categories. They account for 44 percent of guns recovered in Mexico and about 

one in four traced firearms overall. A smaller number of 120 zip codes supply more than a 

quarter of all Mexico gun traces, about one in eight guns recovered in bordering states, and 

nearly one in ten of all firearms traced in this period. But trafficking is also widespread: 10,316 

zip codes were the source of at least ten crime guns recovered in Mexico or the United States. 

Texas and Arizona supply two-thirds of Mexico gun traces. Between 2021–2022 and 2024–

2025, Mexico traces originating in Maricopa County, Arizona, more than tripled, accounting for 

41 percent of the increase. Several of the same Phoenix-area zip codes, in Phoenix and 

Glendale, also rank among Arizona’s leading sources of in-state and California-bound traces. 

This is one retail market feeding several destinations, not separate pipelines. 
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Most crime guns are recovered close to where they were sold. Of firearms recovered in the U.S. 

or Mexico and traced to a purchase, 1,581,227 (71.4 percent) were recovered in the same state 

where they were bought, and their leading sources are suburban zip codes on the edges of 

metro areas such as Atlanta, Charlotte, Chicago and Cleveland. Another 249,017 firearms were 

recovered in a neighboring state, 331,201 in a non-neighboring state, and 52,480 in Mexico. 

Guns that cross state lines follow several prominent corridors. The largest move from Arizona 

and Nevada into California, from Indiana and Missouri into Illinois, from Horn Lake, Mississippi, 

into Tennessee, and from Virginia into Maryland and Washington, D.C. The ten largest 

neighboring-state flows account for 36 percent of all bordering-state traces, and some run 

almost entirely one way: Arizona sent about 20 guns to California for every one that traveled in 

the opposite direction. Farther afield, Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia, and Florida feed the “Iron 

Pipeline” north to New York and the Mid-Atlantic in large but dispersed volumes. 

Inside Mexico, Arizona and Texas feed two distinct corridors. Since 2024, more than three in 

five Arizona guns have been recovered in Sonora and Sinaloa, the state where cartel violence is 

now most acute. Arizona also supplies 65 percent of traced guns recovered in Chiapas, about 

1,800 miles by road from its border, and most of those had been bought within the previous 

three years. Texas guns spread more widely across northern and central Mexico, led by Nuevo 

León, Chihuahua and Tamaulipas. 

Much of the cartels’ firepower comes from the most powerful weapons sold legally in the 

United States but not in Mexico: AK-47s, AR-15s, and .50-caliber Barrett rifles. Of 4,027 short 

time-to-crime guns recovered in Mexico since the beginning of 2024, more than half (2,184) 

were 7.62-caliber firearms, which are typically AK-47-type rifles. Century Arms International, 

based in Florida and Vermont, now dominates the illegal gun market in Mexico. More than a 

third of the short time-to-crime weapons (1,484) were produced by Century Arms. Nearly all of 

these quickly trafficked Century weapons (92 percent) were purchased in Arizona. Fifty-caliber 

rifles also continue to be trafficked into Mexico, principally Barrett rifles. In all, 213 Barretts 

recovered in Mexico were traced to U.S. purchases since 2024, more than the number 

recovered and traced in the United States during the same period. While Arizona purchases 

accounted for 55 percent of the Mexico short time-to-crime Barrett traces, more than a quarter 

of the trafficked Barretts originated from non-border states. 

State gun laws correlate strongly with the patterns of crime gun flows. States with the most 

permissive laws have about six times as many recently purchased crime guns per resident as 

states with the strictest laws. Most of the ten largest neighboring-state flows run from a more 

permissive state into a stricter one. This is a descriptive pattern, not proof of cause, but it holds 

for each of the three laws examined (background checks, assault weapons bans, and waiting 

periods) and matches two decades of research. 
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Firearms sales that flow into trafficking are concentrated enough to target through regulation, 

enforcement and social norms. The same suburban retail markets appear again and again, 

across time-to-crime bands and destinations: metro Atlanta, Glendale and Phoenix, Lake 

County, Indiana, North Las Vegas, and the Mississippi suburbs of Memphis. All of them host 

dealers that ATF itself flagged for supplying guns recovered in crimes soon after sale. 

More than half of the traced guns were sold at least three years before they were recovered, 

and that number is growing. Guns diverted now will keep turning up at crime scenes, in the 

United States and in Mexico, long after they are sold. Today’s choices will have effects that last 

for years. 

We urge the U.S. federal government to take action: to provide funding and authority to the 

ATF to inspect dealers, incentivize investigations, resume the program notifying dealers of 

trafficked guns, and other measures; and to enact legislation to ban assault weapons, high-

capacity magazines, and .50-caliber rifles and to universally require background checks to 

purchase a firearm. 

We also call on state governments to take similar measures to stem the sale and purchase of 

guns used for violence. And we urge communities, the gun violence prevention movement, 

researchers and journalists to make use of this data and analysis, and to treat the market of 

guns used in violence in both the United States and Mexico as one problem affecting all of us. 
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1. Introduction 

Firearm violence is one of the most pressing public health and public safety problems in the 
United States and in the hemisphere. Between 2021 and 2024, an estimated 73,900 people 
were murdered with a firearm in the United States, roughly 50 people every day for four 
straight years. In 2021 alone, there were at least 89,100 gun-related homicides in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Firearm injuries are a leading cause of death among youths in Mexico, 
Brazil, and Colombia,1 and for children and teenagers in the United States, having overtaken car 
crashes for the first time in 2020.2 

Most crime guns recovered in Mexico came from the United States, and most traces of U.S.-
sourced firearms outside the United States were recovered in Mexico. The two countries, with 
vastly different firearms regulations, share a border almost 2,000 miles long - one of the longest 
in the world. As a result, a firearm purchased in the southwestern United States is more likely 
to be used in a homicide in Mexico than in the United States itself. Because the gun markets in 
the United States and Mexico are so intertwined and impact people in both countries so 
profoundly, it is crucial to examine them together. 

In May 2025, police recovered a loaded pistol, with seventeen rounds in the magazine, from a 
youth at a Maryland high school. Federal investigators traced it to a straw-purchasing group 
that had bought at least 68 firearms from licensed dealers in Georgia between May 2023 and 
August 2024 and moved them north. Police in the Maryland and Washington, D.C., area have 
recovered at least fifteen of those guns, several linked to suspected drug trafficking and others 
under investigation in drive-by shootings. In March 2026, federal prosecutors announced the 
indictment of three defendants. 

In October 2025, a state grand jury in Arizona indicted 20 people accused of running a ring that 
obtained about 334 firearms from licensed dealers in just nine months, from May 2024 to 
February 2025. The ring paid straw buyers to purchase the guns and lie on federal forms about 
who the real buyer was. Federal tracing later showed that many of the guns had been 
recovered in Mexico. 

These cases are small pieces of a much larger pattern: firearms bought legally at a retail counter 
in one state, moved across a state line or an international border, and recovered by police in 
another state or in Mexico, or recovered, sometimes years later, in the same city where they 
were sold. 

The data in this report begin in January 2021, during a historic surge in U.S. firearm purchasing 
and firearm violence that reshaped the gun market and never fully receded, and go up to May 
6, 2026. An estimated 16.6 million U.S. adults bought a firearm in 2020, nearly 3 million more 
than in 2019, and about 3.8 million became first-time gun owners that year alone. Purchasing 
remained high into early 2021.3 

Millions of new firearms have entered the market every year to supply that surge. In 2024 
alone, licensed U.S. manufacturers produced about 9.5 million firearms, and they have 
produced more than 9 million every year since 2020, peaking at 13.8 million in 2021. In 

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/04/28/what-the-data-says-about-gun-deaths-in-the-us/
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/2023/GSH_2023_LAC_web.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/usao-ndga/pr/defendants-indicted-multi-state-firearms-trafficking-case
https://www.azag.gov/press-release/attorney-general-mayes-announces-indictments-firearms-trafficking-conspiracy
https://www.atf.gov/media/30936/download
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addition, the United States had net imports of more than 8.8 million firearms in 2021. Most of 
those guns are bought and used lawfully. But a meaningful share are used criminally by their 
purchasers or are diverted (bought, resold, or stolen by someone who moves or uses them for 
criminal violence), as in the Georgia and Arizona cases above. 

Firearm homicides rose in step: the U.S. firearm homicide rate jumped nearly 35 percent from 
2019 to 2020 and climbed another 8.3 percent in 2021, when it reached 6.63 per 100,000, the 
highest rate documented since 1993.4 Mexico’s gun homicide rate is even higher: 16.87 per 
100,000 in 2022.5 Homicides in Mexico fell in 2025, to their lowest rate in several years,6 but 
disappearances have continued to rise: 2024 saw more than 13,000 people reported 
disappeared, the most in a decade.7 

In other words, the years spanned by the gun trace data analyzed in this report begin at the 
height of the pandemic-era surge in both U.S. gun purchasing and gun violence. The dataset 
captures how guns sold during that surge have continued to turn up at crime scenes in the 
years since, many after passing through the secondary market. 

This market goes beyond the U.S. border. Most firearms recovered in Mexico and traced by ATF 
come from the United States: from 2020 to 2025, about two-thirds of the guns Mexico 
submitted for tracing, 106,710 out of 156,968, were U.S.-sourced, between 65 and 71 percent 
each year.8 From 2017 to 2021, 79 percent of the crime guns recovered in Mexico and traced to 
a U.S. purchaser came from just five states: Texas, Arizona, California, New Mexico and Florida. 

Researchers estimate that about 135,000 firearms were trafficked from the United States to 
Mexico in 2022, with a likely range of 72,000 to 258,000. U.S. domestic firearm policy matters 
for what happens south of the border. When the federal assault weapons ban expired in 2004, 
homicides rose significantly in Mexican municipalities near U.S. border states where the ban’s 
expiration made assault weapons legal again, relative to municipalities near California, which 
kept its own state-level ban in place.9 A separate study found that states with assault weapons 
bans are less likely to be the source of guns recovered in Mexico, even after accounting for 
other gun laws and for whether the state borders Mexico.10 

The consequences are stark. Homicide has been the leading cause of death for Mexican 
children and teenagers ages 1 to 19 since 2017,11 and the firearm death rate among Mexican 
youth rose by two-thirds between 2015 and 2022, from 2.90 to 4.88 per 100,000.12 Across all 
ages, firearm deaths in Mexico rose from 2015 to 2018 and have remained high since.13 

ATF’s trace data record both where a recovered firearm was first sold at retail and where it was 
recovered, letting researchers map how guns move across state and international lines. One 
measure that researchers and law enforcement use to flag possible trafficking is “time-to-
crime” (TTC): the time between a firearm’s first retail sale and its recovery by police as a crime 
gun. A short time-to-crime is a widely used indicator of trafficking or straw purchasing, because 
it suggests the gun moved into crime soon after it was bought, rather than being diverted years 
into lawful ownership.14 

https://www.elimparcial.com/mexico/2026/08/03/homicidios-en-mexico-bajaron-en-2025-inegi-reporta-la-tasa-mas-baja-en-varios-anos-aunque-persisten-focos-de-violencia/
https://www.unotv.com/nacional/desapariciones-aumentan-12-en-mexico-durante-2025-informe-nacional-de-personas-desaparecidas-2025/
https://www.atf.gov/firearms/report/firearms-trace-data/firearms-trace-data-mexico-2020-2025
https://www.atf.gov/firearms/docs/report/nfcta-volume-ii-part-iv-crime-guns-recovered-outside-us-and-traced-le/download
https://stories.theconversation.com/mexican-drug-cartels-use-hundreds-of-thousands-of-guns-bought-from-licensed-us-gun-shops-fueling-violence-in-mexico-drugs-in-the-u-s-and-migration-at-the-border/index.html
https://atf.gov/file/199186/download
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This report groups traces into three bands: short TTC (recovered within one year of sale), mid 
TTC (one to three years), and long TTC (three years or more). A long time-to-crime reflects a 
more unclear path, such as theft, informal resale, or a slow drift into crime long after a lawful 
purchase, but it still reflects a market that feeds criminal activity or violence. Long-TTC traces 
make up more than half of all traces in our data (54 percent), and they grew every year, from 
about 182,000 in 2021 to 264,000 in 2025, even as short-TTC traces fell. Guns recovered in 
Mexico tend to have traveled a longer road: in 2023, the median time-to-crime for guns 
recovered in Mexico was 5.4 years, compared with 2.9 years for guns recovered in the United 
States. 

ATF’s trace data have long been used to study how guns move between states. A landmark 
study of ATF trace data found a consistent pattern: firearms tend to flow out of states with 
permissive gun laws and into nearby states with stricter ones.15 A separate analysis applied the 
“gravity model” that economists use to study international trade to the same kind of data, 
treating the movement of crime guns between states like trade between countries.16 

Until recently, trace data were publicly available only at the state level, which hid which 
localities trafficked firearms actually come from and where they end up. That changed when 
Stop US Arms to Mexico, through a Freedom of Information Act lawsuit, in 2024 obtained trace 
data by zip code for guns recovered in Mexico and Central America and traced to the United 
States, as well as by manufacturer, caliber, and type of firearm.17  

We subsequently submitted three further requests for tracing data, and ATF supplied the data 
in each case.18 After the initial data release, the organization requested counts of firearms by 
time-to-crime, a key indicator of guns bought with the intent to traffic them and of changes 
over time in the illegal gun market. It also expanded its requests to U.S. guns recovered in other 
Latin American countries, the Caribbean, and Canada. In some of these releases, ATF excluded 
data for zip codes with only one licensed dealer. These zip codes are estimated to account for 
4.4 percent of firearms recovered in Mexico and traced to a U.S. purchase in 2021–2023, but 
only a twentieth of one percent of all gun traces in the dataset (see Methods). 

In January 2026, Stop US Arms to Mexico requested data from ATF on guns recovered within 
the United States since 2021 and traced to a purchase, and on firearms recovered in Mexico 
since the beginning of 2024 and traced to a U.S. purchase, according to the time-to-crime. It 
also asked for data on all guns that Mexico submitted for tracing, whether they were traced to 
a purchase or not, and data on the caliber, manufacturer and type of firearms recovered in the 
United States, broken down by the city where the guns were recovered, and in Mexico, broken 
down by the U.S. state where they were purchased. The request also included data on the state 
in Mexico where guns have been recovered since 2024, according to the state in which they 
were purchased. The raw data from all of these releases by ATF are posted in navigable form on 
the Stop US Arms to Mexico website, at stopusarmstomexico.org/datasets. 

This report uses zip code-level data to examine the full population of traced firearms recovered 
in the United States or Mexico between January 2021 and May 2026. Over this period, 
approximately 2.21 million firearms were traced to a first retail sale by a U.S. dealer, located in 
more than 19,000 zip codes across the 50 states and the District of Columbia. 

https://www.atf.gov/media/18621/download
https://stopusarmstomexico.org/datasets/
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2. Scale and Composition of U.S. Firearms Trafficking 

In brief 

·       About 2.21 million firearms recovered in the United States or Mexico between January 

2021 and May 2026 were traced to purchases from licensed dealers in more than 19,000 

U.S. zip codes. 

·       More than half were recovered three or more years after sale. About one in five were 

recovered within a year, the strongest indicator of possible trafficking. 

·       Most traced firearms (1.58 million) were recovered in the state where they were sold, 

and 580,218 in another state or territory. More than 52,000 were recovered in Mexico. 

·       Traced firearms come from nearly every part of the country, but they cluster in the 

Southeast, Texas, Arizona, and around large metro areas. 

Between January 2021 and May 2026, 2,216,052 firearms recovered in the United States or 
Mexico were traced to their purchase from a licensed U.S. gun dealer. For 2,214,914 of them, 
the data identify the dealer’s zip code.19 This report examines that population across three 
intervals of time-to-crime and across four types of destinations: the state where the firearm 
was sold (within state), a bordering state, a non-bordering state, or Mexico.20 

Many firearms are recovered from crime scenes and submitted for tracing, but the original legal 
purchase is never identified. About one third of firearms recovered in Mexico and submitted for 
tracing were identified either as coming from a non-U.S. country (without being imported into 
the United States) or the country of origin was undetermined. In addition, in both the United 
States and Mexico, many recovered firearms cannot be traced. In the United States, nearly one 
in four guns recovered and submitted for tracing are not traced to a purchase.21 In Mexico, 41 
percent of firearms submitted to ATF in 2024–2025 and identified as U.S.-sourced could not be 
traced to a purchase.22 The causes of not tracing guns to a purchase vary, including obliterated 
serial numbers on firearms, insufficient or incorrect information from the authority submitting 
the trace request, missing gun dealer information, and guns too old to trace. 

Figure 1: Firearm traces by time-to-crime, 2021–May 2026 

Time-to-crime Firearms Share of total 

Short (under 1 year) 484,778 21.9% 

Mid (1–3 years) 541,260 24.4% 

Long (3+ years) 1,188,876 53.7% 

Total 2,214,914 100% 
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All of these time-to-crime figures describe only the guns that ATF could trace back to a retail 
sale. Those guns are a large and revealing share of the illegal market, but not all of it. Behind 
every trace that reaches a dealer are others that stop short, because a serial number was 
removed, a record was incomplete, or the gun was too old to follow. The patterns in this report 
should therefore be read as a floor, not a full count, of how U.S. guns move into crime. 

Figure 2: U.S.-Sourced Firearms Traces by Destination, 2021-May 2026 

 
Note: Excludes 989 traces with no recorded recovery location. Non-bordering states include U.S. territories. Source: 
ATF trace data obtained via FOIA request. 

Of guns that are traced to a purchase, a short time-to-crime (TTC) is the strongest indicator of 
possible trafficking: a gun that moves from a retail counter into crime within a year has usually 
moved too fast to be explained by ordinary resale, inheritance, or theft from a long-time 
owner. These cases are also easier for law enforcement to investigate. But long-TTC firearms 
are the largest group, more than half of all traces (Figure 1). For these guns, the trace identifies 
only the original retail sale; it does not show whether the gun was diverted at that sale, through 
a straw purchase, or years later, through a private sale or a theft. What the data do show is that 
firearms routinely surface in crime years after their first sale, so actions taken now to curb 
diversion will keep paying off for years to come. 

Excluding 989 traces with no recorded recovery location, 71.4 percent of traced firearms were 
recovered in the state where they were sold.23 Another 26.2 percent were recovered in a 
different state or territory, 11.2 percent in a bordering state and 15.0 percent in a non-
bordering one, and 2.4 percent were recovered in Mexico.  

Being recovered in the state where it was sold does not mean a gun was trafficked. Some crime 
guns are recovered from the person who bought them: nationally, 12 percent of traced crime 
guns from 2017 to 2021 were in the possession of their original purchaser, and a study of crime 
guns in California found that about one in four recovered handguns was legally possessed.24 
These guns are concentrated among within-state recoveries: ATF found that guns recovered in      
the state where they were sold are typically recovered only a few miles from their purchaser, 
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because many are still in the purchaser’s hands. Many are also recovered soon after sale: of the 
guns recovered from their original purchaser, 44 percent were recovered within a year.25 

The 52,480 firearms recovered in Mexico are only part of the picture there. Recovering a gun 
that is submitt for tracing work differently in Mexico than in the United States, and far fewer 
crimes are solved: about 97 percent of intentional homicides in Mexico did not result in a 
judicial sentence in 2023. A gun used in a crime in Mexico is therefore much less likely to be 
traced than one used in the United States. Researchers estimate that about 135,000 firearms 
were trafficked from the United States to Mexico in 2022; the 8,243 traced to a U.S. purchase 
that year are about 6 percent of that number.  

Even so, the types and calibers of guns that are traced indicate the impact of this flow. Rifles 
make up more than half of U.S. firearms recovered in Mexico with a time-to-crime of three 
years or less, compared with 11 to 15 percent of crime guns recovered in the United States. 
Forty-three percent of rifles recovered in Mexico within a year of sale are 5.56-mm, 7.62-mm 
(typical of assault weapons), or .50-caliber.26 U.S.-sourced firearms likely kill at least as many 
people in Mexico each year as firearms kill in homicides in the United States. 

 
Figure 3: Number of traced firearms by source zip code, 2021- May 2026 

 
Note: Bubble area is proportional to the number of traced firearms sold in each zip code, across all destinations and 
times-to-crime. Zip codes with no matching U.S. Census Bureau ZIP Code Tabulation Area (mostly P.O. Box–only, 
single-organization, or retired zip codes) are not shown. Source: ATF trace data obtained via FOIA request. 

https://politica.expansion.mx/mexico/2024/10/31/la-impunidad-crece-en-delitos-de-homicidio-desaparicion-secuestro-y-violacion
https://theconversation.com/heres-how-we-figured-the-number-of-guns-illegally-trafficked-from-the-us-across-the-border-to-mexico-255074
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Figure 3 shows the whole picture of crime gun sources: every source zip code with a traced 
firearm, sized by volume, including all destinations in the U.S. and Mexico and all time-to-crime 
bands. The density is the finding. Traced firearms were sold in nearly every part of the country, 
but they cluster heavily in the Southeast, with the single largest bubble in metro Atlanta. Large 
clusters also appear in Texas, the largest source state, and in Arizona, as well as around Las 
Vegas, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and St. Louis. The West Coast is more scattered, 
concentrated mainly in Southern California, the Central Valley, and around Portland and 
Seattle. 
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3. Hotspots: How some zip codes are hubs for gun trafficking in all directions 

In brief 

·       456 zip codes, just 1.1 percent of all U.S. zip codes, rank in the top 20 percent of 

sources for every destination at once: within-state, border-state, non-border-state, and 

Mexico. 

·       These hotspots account for about one in four traced firearms nationwide (24.8 

percent), and for 43.9 percent of all firearms traced to a recovery in Mexico. 

·       By number, hotspots cluster along the southwestern border: Texas (94) and Arizona 

(68) hold more than a third of them. By volume, the largest are in the Southeast and 

Midwest, led by Jonesboro, Georgia, with 12,280 traced firearms. 

·       In Yuma, Arizona, the country’s largest Mexico source zip code, firearms recovered in 

Mexico (721) almost exactly match those recovered in neighboring states (725). 

·       Trafficking is also widespread: 10,316 zip codes, more than half of those in the dataset, 

were the source of at least ten crime guns. 

The most telling localities in this dataset are the zip codes that are a significant source in all four 
destination categories at once: within-state, bordering-state, non-bordering-state, and Mexico. 
We call these gun source zip codes hotspots. A hotspot is not just a busy retail market; it looks 
like a hub that feeds every kind of trafficking route. 

We ranked the volume in each zip code as a percentile among all zip codes with any recorded 
volume in that category, separately for within-state, bordering-state, non-bordering-state, and 
Mexico traces (for all times-to-crime, 2021–May 2026). A zip code qualifies as a hotspot if it 
ranks in the top 20 percent of sources in all four categories at once. Although the 456 hotspots 
make up only 1.1 percent of the roughly 41,500 zip codes in the U.S., they account for a 
disproportionate share of traced firearms: 43.9 percent of every firearm traced to a recovery in 
Mexico, 26.6 percent of every bordering-state trace, 24.4 percent of every within-state trace, 
and 22.2 percent of every non-bordering-state trace nationwide. That is 24.8 percent of all 
traced firearms combined, roughly one out of every four. 

Geographically, these 456 zip codes are concentrated in the southwestern border corridor: 94 
are in Texas and 68 are in Arizona, together 35.5 percent of the list. None of the hotspot zip 
codes are in the Northeastern states. Nevada (29), California (29), Oklahoma (26), New Mexico 
(25), Utah (20), Georgia (19), Colorado (15), and Louisiana (15) round out the next tier, mixing 
border-adjacent states with domestic trafficking corridor states such as Georgia and Louisiana, 
which later sections of this report examine in more detail. 

Jonesboro, Georgia (30236) tops the full list by combined volume (12,280 firearms across all 
four categories), followed by Charlotte, North Carolina (7,704); Smyrna, Georgia (7,142); 
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Cleveland, Ohio (5,612); and Columbus, Ohio (5,290). Jonesboro leads the entire dataset in 
within-state and non-bordering-state volume and ranks among the top bordering-state sources, 
and although it sends few firearms to Mexico (18), that is still enough to place it at about the 
top 10 percent of Mexico-source zip codes. 

Figure 4. Share of traced firearms accounted for by the 456 hotspot zip codes, by category, 
2021–May 2026 

 
Note: Hotspot zip codes are the 456 zip codes that rank in the top 20 percent of source zip codes for each of the 
four destinations (within state, bordering state, non-bordering state or territory, and Mexico), among zip codes 
with at least one trace to that destination. Each bar shows the share of that category’s traced firearms that were 
sold in a hotspot zip code. For example, 43.9 percent of all traced firearms recovered in Mexico were sold in one of 
the 456 hotspots. The hotspots are 2.4 percent of the 19,169 zip codes with at least one traced firearm and about 
1.1 percent of all U.S. zip codes. Source: ATF trace data obtained via FOIA request; analysis by Stop US Arms to 
Mexico. 

Several Arizona zip codes also stand out for their category mix rather than their overall size: in 
Yuma’s 85364, the largest Mexico source zip in the country, Mexico traces (721) are effectively 
tied with border-state traces (725), a sign that this area feeds Mexico-bound trafficking on close 
to the same scale as it feeds neighboring states. The full list of 456 hotspot zip codes, with their 
volume in each destination category, is available from the authors. 

A few hundred zip codes supply a quarter of all traced crime guns and nearly half of those 
recovered in Mexico. Of these hotspots, a smaller number of zip codes rank in the top 10 
percent of all destination categories. These 120 zip codes supply more than a quarter of all 
Mexico gun traces, about one in eight guns recovered in bordering states, and nearly one in ten 
of all firearms in the dataset. About one third of these zip codes (39) are in Arizona, and 22 are 
in Texas, while another 13 are in New Mexico and 12 in Nevada. Gun sales in the ten largest of 
these zip codes accounted for more than 51,000 crime guns. 



 

One Market, Many Guns 15 

These places do not specialize in one kind of trafficking. They feed every route at once: local 
streets, neighboring states, distant states, and across the border. Concentration is only part of 
the picture, however. Trafficking is also widespread: 10,316 zip codes, more than half of those 
in the dataset, were the source of at least ten crime guns recovered in Mexico or the United 
States. 

Figure 5. Hotspots: Zip codes in the top 20% of all four trafficking categories, 2021–May 2026 

 
Note: Bubble area shows each zip code’s combined within-state, border-state, non-border-state, and Mexico traces. 
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4. Trends over Time 

In brief 

·       From 2021 to 2025, traces of firearms recovered in Mexico rose 85 percent, while traces within 
and between U.S. states barely changed (up 8 and 1 percent). 

·       In the United States, fewer traced firearms are being recovered within a year of sale: short-TTC 
traces fell 39 percent within states and 59 percent across state lines. Long-TTC traces, for guns sold 
three or more years earlier, rose instead. 

·       Mexico is the only one of the four destination categories where traces rose in every time-to-
crime band, including firearms recovered within a year of sale (up 111 percent). 

·       These shifts may partly reflect changes in tracing, enforcement, or reporting, not only changes 
in trafficking. 

The number of traced firearms has not grown evenly across destination categories. Between 
the full calendar years 2021 and 2025, within-state traces rose 8 percent, traces recovered in 
non-bordering states rose 3 percent, and traces recovered in bordering states fell 1 percent. 
Mexico traces, by contrast, rose 85 percent, and they increased every single year.27 Within-state 
traces still far outnumber those recovered in Mexico, but the gap is closing fast: in 2021 there 
were 38 within-state traces for every Mexico trace, and by 2025 that ratio had fallen to 22 to 1. 
Because the four destination categories differ so much in size, Figure 6 shows each one relative 
to its own 2021 level. Each line divides a year’s traces by that category’s 2021 total, so all four 
start at 1.0. A value of 1.85 means traces were 85 percent higher than in 2021. 

Figure 6: Traced Firearms by Destination Relative to 2021, 2021–2025 

 
Note: Each line divides a year’s traces by that destination’s 2021 total; 1.85 means 85 percent more than in 2021. 
Mexico 2021–2023 counts are adjusted (see Methods). Source: ATF trace data obtained by Stop US Arms to 
Mexico. 
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The difference between Mexico and U.S. traces is even sharper once the time-to-crime intervals 
are separated out. In the United States, short-TTC traces fell sharply and consistently from 2021 
to 2025: down 39 percent within-state, 57 percent in bordering states, and 62 percent in non-
bordering states. Long-TTC traces rose just as consistently, up 51 percent within-state, 32 
percent in bordering states, and 28 percent in non-bordering states. Mid-TTC traces were 
mixed, up 6 percent within-state but down 17 percent in bordering states and 21 percent in 
non-bordering states. Mexico traces, uniquely, rose across all three TTC intervals at once — 
short TTC up 111 percent, mid TTC up 111 percent, and long TTC up 75 percent28 — making 
Mexico the only destination category where even the fastest-cycle, most trafficking-indicative 
traces are becoming more common rather than less. 

These time-to-crime shifts are not necessarily driven by trafficking behavior alone. Gun buying 

surged during the COVID-19 pandemic: an estimated 16.6 million U.S. adults bought a firearm 

in 2020, up from 13.8 million in 2019.29 Many firearms bought in those years would have 

appeared as short-TTC traces early in the period and as mid- or long-TTC traces later on. 

Moreover, the number of guns that Mexico submitted for tracing grew by 41 percent from 2021 

to 2025, which may reflect increased operations by Mexican authorities, as well as growing 

firearms traffic. Changes in how quickly firearms are traced, or in enforcement and reporting 

priorities, can shape the mix. The data here cannot separate these possibilities from a genuine 

change in how quickly trafficked firearms are recovered. 

Figure 7: Firearm Traces by Time-to-Crime Band and Destination, 2021 vs. 2025 

Band × destination 2021 2025 Change 

Short · Within-state 101,896 61,863 −39.3% 

Short · Bordering states 11,820 5,091 −56.9% 

Short · Non-bordering states 10,292 3,946 −61.7% 

Short Mexico 814 1,717 +110.9% 

Mid · Within-state 63,195 66,797 +5.7% 

Mid · Bordering states 9,686 8,030 −17.1% 

Mid · Non-bordering states 10,581 8,327 −21.3% 

Mid Mexico 114,229 172,977 +51.4% 

Long · Within-state 114,229 172,977 +51.4% 

Long · Bordering states 24,727 32,565 +31.7% 

Long · Non-bordering states 38,211 48,757 +27.6% 

Long Mexico 5,373 9,420 +75.3% 

https://www.atf.gov/firearms/report/firearms-trace-data/firearms-trace-data-mexico-2020-2025
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The short-TTC decline for guns recovered in the U.S. is potentially the most encouraging pattern 

in this section from a trafficking-enforcement standpoint, since short TTC is the band most 

associated with straw purchasing and rapid diversion. But it coexists with a rising stock of long-

TTC traces, meaning firearms sold years ago continue to be recovered and traced in growing 

numbers even as the newest sales are either being diverted into crime more slowly or taking 

longer to be recovered by police.  
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5. Firearms Trafficking to Mexico 

In brief 

·       The number of guns recovered in Mexico and traced to a U.S. sale rose 85 percent from 

2021 to 2025, more than for any other destination, and those recovered within a year of 

sale more than doubled. 

·       Texas and Arizona supply two-thirds of Mexico traces. Licensed dealers in just 50 zip 

codes account for more than a quarter of them, and five zip codes in Phoenix and Glendale, 

Arizona, account for about one in six of those recovered within a year of sale. 

·       The growth is concentrated in metropolitan Phoenix: between 2021–2022 and 2024–

2025, Maricopa County’s Mexico traces more than tripled, accounting for 41 percent of the 

increase. The same zip codes also supply crime guns recovered in Arizona and neighboring 

states. 

·       Inside Mexico, more than three in five Arizona guns are recovered in Sonora and 

Sinaloa, and Arizona supplies 65 percent of traced guns recovered in Chiapas, on the 

Guatemalan border. Texas guns spread more widely across northern and central Mexico, 

led by Nuevo León. 

·       Rifle calibers associated with AK-47-type weapons lead among quickly trafficked guns: 

of 4,027 guns recovered in Mexico within a year of sale since 2024, more than half were 

7.62-caliber firearms, and more than a third were made by Century Arms, 92 percent of 

them bought in Arizona. 

·       The traces are a small, documented slice of a much larger flow: a recent study 

estimated that about 135,000 firearms were trafficked from the United States to Mexico in 

2022. 

The Human Cost: Firearm deaths in Mexico rose sharply between 2015 and 2018 and remained 

high through 2022. Homicides account for both the largest share of these deaths and the 

largest increase; about one-third of victims are aged 20 to 29, rates rose faster among women 

than men, and the states with the highest rates are those where organized criminal groups are 

in conflict.30 Although the number of gun homicides in Mexico has fallen since 2024, to 19,812 

in 2025 according to preliminary figures, firearms have remained the most common means of 

homicide since 2009; between 2008 and 2010 alone, the share of homicides committed with a 

firearm rose from 38.7 percent to 60.3 percent. Moreover, disappearances have risen: 2024 

recorded the most in a decade, and the Red Lupa network’s 2025 national report found a 

further 12 percent increase. 

The toll falls heavily on young people. Homicide has been the leading cause of death among 

Mexican children and adolescents aged 1 to 19 since 2017,31 and Mexico’s youth firearm 

https://www.inegi.org.mx/contenidos/saladeprensa/boletines/2026/edr/DH2025en-jn_RR.pdf
https://mexicoevalua.org/a-punta-de-pistola/
https://www.unotv.com/nacional/desapariciones-aumentan-12-en-mexico-durante-2025-informe-nacional-de-personas-desaparecidas-2025/
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mortality rate rose from 2.90 to 4.88 deaths per 100,000 between 2015 and 2022. Of the four 

countries in the Americas examined in that study (the United States, Mexico, Brazil, and 

Colombia), only Mexico and the United States saw increases.32 

Criminal organizations drive much of this violence, and firearms are central to how they 

operate. Their crimes include ones that never make headlines. Of 2,619 extortions reported in 

Mexico’s national victimization surveys from 2012 to 2021, 40 percent involved a firearm, and 

victims of armed extortion were more likely to comply with the offenders’ demands and less 

likely to report the crime, mostly out of fear of reprisal.33 

A Concentrated Gun Flow: The number of guns recovered in Mexico and traced to a U.S. sale 

rose 85 percent from 2021 to 2025, from 7,371 to 13,641.34 No other destination of crime guns 

came close to that increase, whether measured against the four destination categories or 

against any U.S. state, D.C., or territory. Short-TTC Mexico traces, the strongest indicator of 

trafficking, more than doubled (up 111 percent), while the largest short-TTC increase in any U.S. 

jurisdiction was 24 percent (Alaska). 

Texas and Arizona supply two-thirds of Mexico traces, and 86 percent of short-TTC Mexico 

traces, with the growth concentrated in metro Phoenix. At the same time, the supply of guns to 

Mexico is also widespread: 5,748 zip codes were the source of at least one firearm recovered in 

Mexico, and 960 were the source of ten or more. 

Licensed dealers in just 50 zip codes account for more than a quarter of all guns recovered in 

Mexico and traced to a U.S. source during this period. Mexico traces are the most 

geographically concentrated of any destination category, led by FFLs in Texas (21,084 firearms) 

and Arizona (14,214). Nine of the ten zip codes with the most Mexico traces are in Arizona, led 

by Yuma (85364), Tucson (85713), and Glendale (85302); the other, McAllen, Texas (78501), 

ranks sixth. Of short time-to-crime firearms, only 36 zip codes in Arizona account for two out of 

every five firearms recovered in Mexico and traced to a U.S. purchase since 2021 (2,941 out of 

7,357 short-TTC traces). In 2025, this became even more concentrated: just 17 Arizona zip 

codes accounted for nearly half of short-TTC Mexico gun traces (829 out of 1,717 short-TTC 

traces), all but one of them in Maricopa County. The same Phoenix-area zip codes are also 

among the leading sources of Arizona’s in-state and California-bound traces. This is one retail 

market feeding several destinations, not separate pipelines. 

Inside Mexico, Arizona and Texas feed two distinct corridors, with Arizona guns concentrated in 

the northwest and Texas guns spread more widely across northern and central Mexico (see 

Section 5.2). On the U.S. side, federal findings show the same concentration: Texas, Arizona, 

and California together accounted for 73 percent of crime guns recovered in Mexico and traced 

to a U.S. purchase in 2017–2021. 

https://www.atf.gov/firearms/docs/report/nfcta-volume-ii-part-iv-crime-guns-recovered-outside-us-and-traced-le/download
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One study estimated that about 213,000 firearms a year were purchased in the United States to 

be trafficked to Mexico in 2010–2012, roughly 2.2 percent of U.S. gun sales.35 A more recent 

study, co-authored by one of the same researchers, estimated that about 135,000 firearms 

were trafficked from the U.S. to Mexico in 2022. This means that the traces in this report are 

only a small, documented slice of a much larger flow: only a fraction of the firearms trafficked 

to Mexico are ever recovered, and fewer still are traced back to a U.S. sale. 

Of the firearms recovered in Mexico and submitted for tracing, more than two-thirds originated 

in the United States, a share that has changed little over time: about 70 percent from 2009 to 

2014, and between 65 and 71 percent each year since 2020.36 

Arizona. Arizona cases mirror the geography in this report. 

● In January 2026, federal prosecutors charged nine people in a conspiracy to buy guns in 

Arizona for smuggling into Mexico, including at least three Barrett .50-caliber rifles and 

ten belt-fed rifles. Mexican authorities recovered one of the guns in March 2025. 

● In August 2026, a federal judge sentenced the leader of a sicario group based in San 

Luis, Sonora, that supplied guns to a faction of the Sinaloa Cartel, to 130 months in 

prison. The group carried out kidnappings, torture and murders, and its members 

bought guns through straw purchases at dealers in the Yuma area in 2023–2024. 

● The same month, prosecutors charged 28 defendants in a 158-count indictment over 

straw purchases across Maricopa County and elsewhere in Arizona of guns intended for 

Mexico; more than 100 firearms were seized. 

● Since the United States designated the Sinaloa Cartel and New Generation Jalisco Cartel 

as foreign terrorist organizations in February 2025, these cases can also carry terrorism 

charges, but we could find only one that did so. In March 2026, federal prosecutors 

added a charge for aiding both cartels to an earlier indictment for gun trafficking of the 

owner of an Arizona gun store, Grips by Larry. 

Figure 8 maps every U.S. purchase zip code with at least one firearm recovered in Mexico 

between January 2021 and May 2026: 5,748 zip codes across all 50 states and the District of 

Columbia. The map is dominated by the four border states. California, Arizona, New Mexico, 

and Texas account for 40,778 of these firearms, 78 percent of the total, and nearly all of the 

largest bubbles. 

Within the border states, the patterns differ. Arizona’s traces are tightly concentrated: 244 zip 

codes account for 14,214 firearms, an average of 58 per zip code, and 88 percent come from 

three counties: Maricopa (Phoenix and Glendale), Pima (Tucson), and Yuma, though those 

counties account for 79 percent of the state’s population. Maricopa County alone accounts for 

8,634 firearms, more than any other county in the country. 

https://stories.theconversation.com/mexican-drug-cartels-use-hundreds-of-thousands-of-guns-bought-from-licensed-us-gun-shops-fueling-violence-in-mexico-drugs-in-the-u-s-and-migration-at-the-border/index.html
https://www.azfamily.com/2026/02/26/federal-indictment-gives-glimpse-into-how-drug-cartels-get-weapons-arizona/
https://www.justice.gov/usao-az/pr/firearms-trafficker-and-sicario-leader-sentenced-130-months-prison
https://www.kold.com/2026/08/04/prosecutors-arizona-charge-21-straw-purchases-gun-trafficking-probe/
https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.azd.1444660/gov.uscourts.azd.1444660.30.0.pdf
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Figure 8. Firearms recovered in Mexico by U.S. purchase zip code, January 2021–May 2026 
(for all times-to-crime) 

Note: Bubble area is proportional to the number of firearms recovered in Mexico and traced to each purchase zip 
code. Twenty-seven zip codes (44 firearms) without geographic coordinates are not shown; a minimum bubble size 
keeps zip codes with very few firearms visible. Border states are shaded. Source: ATF trace data obtained via FOIA 
request. 

Texas traces are more widespread. Its 1,013 zip codes account for 21,084 firearms, an average 

of 21 per zip code, spread across Houston (Harris County, 3,626 firearms), San Antonio (Bexar 

County, 1,582), and Dallas–Fort Worth (Dallas and Tarrant counties, 2,586), and the border 

areas of El Paso (1,568) and the Rio Grande Valley (Hidalgo and Cameron counties, 2,119). 

California’s 577 zip codes average about seven firearms each; despite being the most populous 

of the four states, it accounts for only 4,080 firearms. New Mexico contributes 1,400 firearms 

from 78 zip codes. 

Outside the border states, the remaining 3,836 zip codes account for 11,702 firearms (22 

percent). Most are small and widely scattered, but a few states stand out: Oklahoma (954 

firearms, nearly half around Oklahoma City and Tulsa), Florida (831), Nevada (730, mostly in the 

Las Vegas area), Colorado (691), Georgia (669), and Utah (661, mostly around Salt Lake City and 

Provo). Oklahoma, Nevada, Colorado, and Utah sit along major north–south interstate routes 

toward the Southwest (I-35, I-15, and I-25), while Florida and Georgia show that some Mexico-

bound firearms are also bought far from the border. 
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Short Time to Crime (within a year) 

Mexico short-TTC traces, guns recovered in Mexico within a year of their retail sale, totaled 

7,357 firearms since 2021. They make up a smaller share of Mexico traces than of traces overall 

(14 percent versus 22 percent), so most U.S. guns recovered in Mexico circulated for more than 

a year before recovery. The sources of guns that cross quickly, however, are far more 

concentrated. FFLs in Arizona and Texas account for 86 percent of them, and the five leading 

zip codes are all in metropolitan Phoenix: 85032 (371 firearms), 85041 (253), and 85053 (166, 

tied with 85713 in Tucson) in Phoenix, and 85308 (262) and 85302 (196) in Glendale. Dealers in 

these five zip codes accounted for 1,248 firearms, about one in six short time-to-crime guns 

recovered in Mexico. Two of the cases described below show how short that timeline can be: 

the .50-caliber rifle traced from the Villa Unión attack had been bought only eleven days earlier, 

and the rifle recovered in Zitácuaro had been bought just four and a half months before. 

Mid Time to Crime (one to three years) 

Mexico mid-TTC traces, guns recovered one to three years after purchase, total 9,966 firearms. 

Arizona and Texas still account for 81.5 percent of them, but the geography begins to widen 

beyond Phoenix. Three metropolitan Phoenix zip codes remain among the leaders, Glendale 

(85308, 236 firearms; 85302, 186) and Phoenix (85032, 161), but they are joined by Tucson 

(85713, 218) and Yuma (85364, 207), cities closer to the border. Texas also gains ground: Texas 

FFLs account for 4,518 mid-TTC firearms, more than Arizona’s 3,608. Mid-TTC guns are also less 

concentrated than short-TTC guns: the top five zip codes account for 10 percent of them, 

compared with 17 percent of short-TTC guns. 

Long Time to Crime (three years or more) 

Mexico long-TTC traces, guns recovered more than three years after purchase, total 35,157 

firearms, twice as many as all other time-to-crime intervals combined. Long-TTC guns make up 

67 percent of Mexico traces, compared with 53 percent of traces recovered in the United 

States, so the U.S. guns recovered in Mexico are, on average, older than those recovered in the 

United States. 

But recently purchased guns are a growing part of the flow. Between 2021 and 2025, short- and 

mid-TTC Mexico traces each more than doubled, while long-TTC traces rose by less than 90 

percent. As a result, the long-TTC share of Mexico traces fell from 72 percent in 2021 to 69 

percent in 2025 (after dipping to 62 percent in 2024), while for U.S. traces it rose from 46 to 62 

percent. The long-TTC traces for Mexico are led by zip codes in Texas (13,921 firearms) rather 

than Arizona (6,898), and they are the most dispersed: long-TTC guns trace back to more than 

5,300 zip codes, and the leading zip codes, McAllen, Texas, Tucson (2 zip codes), Yuma, and 
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Glendale together account for just 5 percent of the total. California, nearly absent among short-

TTC guns (82 firearms), accounts for 3,885 long-TTC guns. These older guns may have reached 

Mexico through resale, theft, or stockpiles accumulated over years rather than through a 

purchase made specifically for smuggling. 

Across the three bands, the pattern is a gradient. The guns that reach Mexico fastest come 

disproportionately from a handful of dealers in metropolitan Phoenix. As time-to-crime 

lengthens, the sources shift toward Texas and spread across thousands of zip codes nationwide. 

5.1 A Shifting Geography: 2021–2022 vs. 2024–2025 

Mexico-bound traces have grown, and the growth has been concentrated. Total Mexico-

recovery volume rose from 15,615 firearms in 2021–2022 to 24,638 in 2024–2025, a 58 percent 

increase. Because the 2021–2022 zip-code data appear to omit zip codes with a single dealer, 

we compare only zip codes with two or more dealers in both 2021 and 2022.37 Among them, 

the number contributing at least one Mexico recovery grew from 2,903 to 3,485, and the 

growth was faster outside the Southwest border states (27 percent) than within them (10 

percent). Firearms from these zip codes rose 64 percent, but fastest in the border states: up 71 

percent, compared with 43 percent elsewhere (Figure 9). Of those 3,485 zip codes, 1,417 (41 

percent) had no Mexico traces in 2021 or 2022. 

These new zip codes are numerous but small: most (980) contributed a single firearm, and 

together they account for 2,247 firearms, 10 percent of their 2024–2025 total. They are also 

scattered nationwide rather than concentrated on the border: more than four in five are 

outside the four border states, in states such as Florida, Alabama, Indiana, North Carolina, and 

Ohio. The largest new sources are in Arizona and Texas: Litchfield Park (85340, 27 firearms) and 

Chandler (85226, 15) in Arizona, and El Paso (79903, 20) and Houston (77031, 17) in Texas. 

Meanwhile, 835 zip codes that had Mexico traces in 2021–2022 recorded none in 2024–2025; 

nearly all of them (792) had contributed only one or two firearms. 

Among these zip codes, most of the growth came from those that were already sources. The 

2,068 zip codes active in both periods went from 12,874 to 20,689 firearms, a 61 percent 

increase, and accounted for 90 percent of their 2024–2025 volume. That growth was itself 

concentrated in metropolitan Phoenix. Maricopa County’s Mexico traces more than tripled, 

from 1,542 to 5,227, accounting for 41 percent of the increase; Arizona as a whole accounted 

for more than half. The ten zip codes with the largest increases are all in Arizona, led by Phoenix 

85032 (from 25 to 457), Glendale 85308 (75 to 438), and Phoenix 85041 (5 to 308). Outside 

Maricopa County, Mexico traces rose by about two-fifths. The pattern is not new hot spots 

replacing old ones: it is metropolitan Phoenix intensifying sharply while the map of contributing 

zip codes widens at its thin edges. 
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Figure 9: Mexico firearms traced to U.S. purchase, Southwest border states and non-border 
states, 2021–2022 and 2024–2025 (all times-to-crime) 

 
Note: Includes zip codes with two or more licensed dealers in both 2021 and 2022, because the 2021–2022 zip-
code data appear to omit zip codes with a single dealer. The same pattern holds when zip codes are restricted to 
those with two or more dealers in all four years, when each period uses its own dealer counts, and when no 
restriction is applied: zip codes grow faster outside the border states, firearms grow faster within them. Border 
states are California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. Source: ATF trace data obtained via FOIA request. 

5.2 Trafficking Routes: Mexico Traces by State 

Where are U.S.-sourced firearms being recovered inside Mexico? The findings above describe 

where in the United States Mexico-bound firearms were purchased. A separate part of the 

same FOIA release identifies the Mexican state where each firearm was recovered, offering a 

parallel look at the destination side of this pattern. That dataset covers January 2024 through 

May 2026, a different window than the January 2021–May 2026 period used throughout the 

rest of this report, so the figures below are not directly comparable to, or additive with, the 

Mexico totals discussed above. Of 28,091 firearms recovered in Mexico during this period and 

traced to a U.S. dealer, 18,667 (66.5 percent) had a long TTC of three years or more, 5,397 (19.2 

percent) a mid TTC of one to three years, and 4,027 (14.3 percent) a short TTC of under one 

year. 

Arizona and Texas dominate this dataset just as they do the broader Mexico-recovery picture: 

Texas-purchased firearms account for 10,427 traces (37.1 percent) and Arizona-purchased 

firearms for 9,047 (32.2 percent), together 69.3 percent of the total. But as Figures 10 and 12 
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show, the two states feed distinct, largely separate corridors into Mexico rather than a single 

shared route. 

Arizona’s firearms are heavily concentrated in Mexico’s northwest (Figure 10). The states of 

Sonora (2,888 firearms) and Sinaloa (2,801) alone account for 62.9 percent of all Arizona-

sourced recoveries in this dataset; adding Baja California (1,063) brings the three-state share to 

74.6 percent. Sinaloa had more U.S.-origin firearm traces than any other Mexican state (3,996), 

and 70 percent of them were purchased in Arizona. Population-adjusted, Sinaloa also has the 

highest U.S.-origin firearm trace rate of any Mexican state (1,255 per million residents) and 

Sonora the second-highest (1,088 per million). Sonora also has the highest short-TTC rate of any 

state (332 per million), well ahead of Sinaloa (241), meaning this concentration is not just a 

legacy of older firearms accumulating over years, but an active, ongoing pattern. 

Figure 10: Firearms purchased in Arizona and recovered in Mexico, by Mexican state of 
recovery, January 2024–May 2026 (all times-to-crime) 

 
Note: Shading shows the number of firearms purchased in the state and recovered in each Mexican state. Source: 
ATF trace data obtained via FOIA request. 

This concentration aligns with where cartel violence in Mexico is most acute. Sinaloa is the 

home base of the Sinaloa Cartel, one of the most powerful criminal organizations in the world, 

and its homicide rate rose from 21 per 100,000 residents in 2023 to 57 in 2025 (from 653 to 
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1,805 homicides), well above the national rate of 21.4 in 2025.38 The increase followed the July 

2024 arrest of longtime leader Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada, after which rival factions of the 

cartel turned on each other.39 This report’s Mexico-by-state data cannot confirm that firearms 

from any specific Arizona zip code end up in Sinaloa rather than Sonora or elsewhere; it 

identifies only the purchase state, not the purchase zip code, of each Mexico-recovered 

firearm. But the domestic zip-level data presented earlier in this report show something closely 

related and just as important: the Phoenix-metro zip codes that dominate Arizona’s Mexico-

bound flow are not a separate, Mexico-only pipeline. Among short-TTC firearms, Phoenix’s 

85032 sent 371 firearms to Mexico, 260 to states neighboring Arizona, and 434 within Arizona; 

Glendale’s 85308 sent 262 to Mexico, 293 to neighboring states, and 686 within Arizona; and 

Glendale’s 85302 sent 196, 231, and 617, respectively. A single retail market concentrated in a 

handful of Phoenix-metro zip codes supplies firearms that end up at crime scenes in Arizona 

itself, in neighboring states such as California, and in Mexico. Figure 11 shows this pattern for 

Arizona as a whole. In 2025 alone, 1,108 Arizona-purchased firearms with a short TTC were 

recovered in Mexico, more than the 847 recovered in all other U.S. states combined, led by 

California (703). 

Figure 11: Short Time-to-Crime (less than a year) Gun Traces from Arizona, 2025 

 
Map created by Magali Ruer, using ATF trace data 

Texas’s firearms follow a broader, more diffuse path through northern and central Mexico 

(Figure 12). Nuevo León (2,061 firearms), Chihuahua (1,148, where Arizona and New Mexico 

also contribute 367 and 421), Tamaulipas (1,130), and Guanajuato (990) are the largest single 

destinations, but Texas-origin firearms also turn up at meaningful volumes much further from 

the border, in Michoacán (550), the State of Mexico (444), Mexico City (405), Jalisco (394), San 
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Luis Potosí (365), Querétaro (344), and Zacatecas (343), a wider geographic footprint than 

Arizona’s more concentrated northwestern pattern. 

Figure 12: Firearms purchased in Texas and recovered in Mexico, by Mexican state of 
recovery, January 2024–May 2026 (all times-to-crime) 

 
Note: Shading shows the number of firearms purchased in the state and recovered in each Mexican state. Source: 
ATF trace data obtained via FOIA request. 

One of the most striking findings in this dataset involves neither state’s nearest neighbors. 

Chiapas, Mexico’s southernmost state and roughly 1,800 miles by road from the Arizona 

border, received 509 traced firearms, and 332 of them (65.2 percent) trace back to Arizona, not 

Texas, despite Texas being the geographically closer source. Just as notably, these are not 

simply old firearms that have had decades to migrate south: 262 of the 332 Arizona-to-Chiapas 

firearms (78.9 percent) had a short or mid TTC of under three years, a younger profile than 

Arizona’s own flows into much closer Sonora (60.7 percent short or mid) or Sinaloa (48.8 

percent). Chiapas’s population-adjusted short-TTC rate (22.5 per million) exceeds that of 

several Mexican states much nearer the U.S. border, including Jalisco, Guerrero, Coahuila, and 

Mexico City. Taken together, this suggests Arizona-sourced firearms are reaching the far end of 

the country quickly and directly, rather than drifting there slowly over many years. 
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A methodological note applies to this subsection: the population-adjusted rates cited above are 

firearms recovered over the full January 2024–May 2026 window per million residents, using 

2025 Mexican state population estimates from Mexico’s national population council (CONAPO). 

5.3. Firearms Desired by Criminal Groups in Mexico: Crime Gun Calibers and Manufacturers  

Criminal organizations seek specific kinds of weapons for their violence. Much of the cartels’ 

firepower comes from the most powerful weapons sold legally in the United States but not in 

Mexico: AK-47s, AR-15s, and .50-caliber Barrett rifles. Stop US Arms to Mexico requested 

information on the caliber, manufacturer and type of firearms recovered in Mexico and traced 

to a U.S. purchase since January 2024. The share of each caliber and make recovered within a 

year of sale offers a snapshot of which guns criminal organizations in Mexico currently want. 

Century Arms International, based in Vermont and Florida, now dominates the illegal gun 

market in Mexico, based on the data. (The Mexican government does not purchase Century 

weapons, according to reports it files with the Arms Trade Treaty.) In previous years, Colt, Smith 

& Wesson and Glock were top weapon makes recovered in Mexico. While 13,635 firearms of 

these three top manufacturers were recovered and traced to a purchase since 2024 – more 

than one out of every five guns submitted for tracing – only 4% of those firearms were 

recovered less than a year after purchase. On the other hand, 36% of all the Century weapons 

recovered had been purchased less than a year earlier. More than 160 firearms trafficked from 

Arizona to Mexico and named in Arizona’s October 2025 indictment of a gun trafficking group 

were Century rifles.40  

The dominance of AK-47-type weapons, in which Century specializes, is also evidenced in the 

calibers of Mexico firearms traces. Of 4,027 short TTC guns recovered since the beginning of 

2024, more than half – 2,184 – were 7.62 caliber firearms, which are typically AK-47-type rifles.  

More than one third of the short TTC weapons (1,484) were produced by Century Arms, which 

have long been a favorite of criminal groups in Mexico. Nearly all of these quickly-trafficked 

Century weapons – 92% - were purchased in Arizona; another 6.6% were purchased in Texas. 

Similarly, smaller makers of AK-47s were over-represented in short-TTC firearms purchased in 

Arizona. Fifty-five percent of the 302 Riley Defense firearms that were recovered in Mexico 

since 2024 and traced had been purchased less than a year earlier. Of these short TTC Riley 

firearms, 84% were purchased in Arizona, and another 11% were purchased in Texas.41   

Importers of AK-47 firearms that are disproportionately trafficked to Mexico, including Century 

Arms, could benefit from a rule change proposed by the ATF in May 2026. Restrictions on 

importing AK-47 parts have raised their prices over the years. The rule change would allow gun 

importers to use Foreign Trade Zones (FTZ) and Customs Bonded Warehouses (CBW) to 

assemble or modify guns before sending them to market. “In 2023, ATF began denying import 

https://thearmstradetreaty.org/annual-report
https://www.atf.gov/rules-and-regulations/rulemaking-notices/firearm-activities-foreign-trade-zones-customs-bonded-warehouses-rin-1140-aa93
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/05/13/us/ak-47.html
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requests for nonsporting firearms into a CBW,” according to Marianna Mitchem, who headed 

ATF’s firearms industry division at the time. “In January 2025, Century Arms applied for their 

licensed premise to be considered an FTZ,” Mitchem said. The ATF rule change would enable 

companies like Century to ship parts later used for firearms that are barred from importation 

because they do not have a “sporting purpose.”42 

Fifty caliber rifles also continue to be trafficked into Mexico.  

Barrett firearms dominate the U.S. market for .50 caliber rifles, including the illegal markets in 

both Mexico and the United States. As we and others have reported previously, Mexican 

criminal groups desire Barrett rifles, which they have used to down helicopters and pierce 

armored vehicles. Barretts can be fired accurately over a mile away, and can penetrate armored 

vehicles. 213 Barretts recovered in Mexico were traced to U.S. purchases since 2024 - more 

than the number recovered and traced in the United States during the same period. While 

Arizona purchases accounted for more than 40 percent of the Mexico Barrett traces (and 55 

percent of the short time-to-crime Barretts), more than a quarter of the trafficked Barretts 

originated from non-border states.   

Cartel gunmen in Mexico have used .50-caliber Barrett rifles to bring down helicopters, 

including a Mexican military helicopter in Jalisco in 2015, in an attack that killed eight soldiers 

and a federal police officer, and a Michoacán state prosecutor’s helicopter in 2016, killing the 

pilot and three officers. A .50-caliber rifle was also among the weapons used in the June 2020 

attempt on the life of Omar García Harfuch, then Mexico City’s police chief, an attack that killed 

three people.  

Fifty-caliber rifle ammunition also often has U.S. origins: armor-piercing .50-caliber rounds 

made in the U.S. Army’s Lake City plant in Missouri have been recovered after cartel attacks. In 

one early-2024 attack on a police convoy, a round pierced an armored vehicle, killing one 

officer and wounding three.43 Other cases illustrate how individual purchases end up in 

Mexican crime scenes. 

Villa Unión, 2019. On November 30, 2019, Cartel del Noreste gunmen attacked the town of 

Villa Unión, Coahuila; two days of fighting left 23 people dead, including four police officers and 

two residents. Authorities seized 27 large-caliber weapons, including six .50-caliber Barrett 

rifles. ATF traced a belt-fed .50-caliber rifle recovered after the attack to a gun dealer in 

Pearland, outside Houston, where it had been bought eleven days earlier, and investigators 

found at least 45 .50-caliber casings stamped “LC,” from the U.S. Army’s Lake City ammunition 

plant.44 

Zitácuaro, 2023. A Barrett .50-caliber rifle bought in Florida on November 8, 2022, was 

recovered four and a half months later, after a March 22, 2023, shootout between state police, 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2025-01-02/pdf/2024-31443.pdf#:~:text=An%20application%20has%20been%20submitted%20to%20the,the%20FTZ%20Board%20(15%20CFR%20part%20400).
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2025-01-02/pdf/2024-31443.pdf#:~:text=An%20application%20has%20been%20submitted%20to%20the,the%20FTZ%20Board%20(15%20CFR%20part%20400).
https://vpc.org/publication/long-range-terror-how-u-s-50-caliber-sniper-rifles-wreak-havoc-in-mexico/
https://stopusarmstomexico.org/corridors-of-violence/
https://www.nmas.com.mx/seguridad/narcotrafico/barret-calibre-50-el-poder-del-narco-y-los-terroristas/
https://www.borderlandbeat.com/2020/08/a-shootout-in-mexico-left-23-dead-and.html
https://cobbcountycourier.com/?p=83532
https://mexicodailypost.news/2026/02/09/ammunition-made-for-the-united-states-army-ended-up-in-armed-attacks-in-coahuila/
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soldiers, and suspected CJNG members in Zitácuaro, Michoacán, that left two people dead. It 

was one of about 11 Barrett rifles and 16 FN M249S rifles that a Florida trafficking ring bought 

for Mexican cartels, removing the serial numbers before shipment. Six members were 

sentenced in 2025.45 

Within the United States, 441 Barrett firearms have been recovered since the beginning of 

2021. Of these, 60 had no identified city of recovery, while 82 were recovered in Arizona, 60 in 

California, and 41 in Texas (ten of these were recovered in the border towns of Calexico and 

San Ysidro, CA, and another 15 in the border towns of Nogales, San Luis, Tacna, and Yuma, AZ). 

Some of these Barretts may have been purchased to traffic into Mexico before being seized. 

 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-mdfl/pr/six-deland-men-sentenced-trafficking-military-grade-firearms-mexican-drug-cartels
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6. Firearms Traced Within States 

In brief 

·       Most traced firearms (1,581,227, or 71.4 percent) were recovered in the same state 

where they were sold, matching ATF’s national figure of 72 percent. 

·       The leading sources are suburban, not big-city cores: all of the top ten zip codes for 

within-state traces are suburban, as are 86 percent of the top 300. 

·       Within-state traces are highly concentrated. The top 300 zip codes, 1.8 percent of those 

with any within-state trace, supply 31 percent of within-state traced firearms. 

·       Concentration rises as time-to-crime shortens: the top 300 zip codes account for 28 

percent of long-TTC, 35 percent of mid-TTC, and 37 percent of short-TTC within-state traces, 

and the suburban share rises from 84 to 89 percent. 

·       Largely the same small set of mostly suburban zip codes leads the short- and mid-TTC 

bands, with 30236 (Jonesboro, GA) first in every band. 

Within-state traces are not a minor category. They are the largest single component of this 

dataset by far, accounting for 1,581,227 of the 2,213,925 traced firearms (71.4 percent). ATF’s 

own national data show the same pattern: 72 percent of traced crime guns recovered 

nationally between 2017 and 2021 were recovered in the same state where they were 

originally sold at retail. Not all of these firearms were trafficked; some are recovered from the 

person who legally bought them. Nationally, 12 percent of traced crime guns recovered from 

2017 to 2021 (180,749) were in the possession of their original purchaser, and a study of crime 

guns in California found that about one in four recovered handguns was legally possessed.46 

The geography of these traces points to suburbs of major metros as primary points of purchase 

rather than big-city cores. The five zip codes with the most within-state traces across all three 

bands combined are 30236 (Jonesboro, GA); 28208 (Charlotte, NC); 60452 (Oak Forest, IL); 

44130 (in Cleveland, OH, including Parma, Parma Heights, and Middleburg Heights); and 30080 

(Smyrna, GA). All five rank among the top twelve zip codes in every time-to-crime band. All of 

the top ten overall are suburban.47 

Figure 13 shows the 300 zip codes with the most within-state traces. These zip codes make up 

just 1.8 percent of the 17,076 zip codes with at least one within-state trace but account for 31.0 

percent of within-state traced firearms, and 86 percent of them are suburban.  

The sections that follow examine each band in turn, moving from long to short time-to-crime. 

As time-to-crime shortens, traced firearms become more concentrated in fewer zip codes, the 

suburban share of the leading zip codes rises, and the leading zip codes for short and mid TTC 

are largely the same. 

 
 

https://www.atf.gov/file/175291/download
https://www.atf.gov/file/175291/download
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Figure 13: Top 300 zip codes of within-state traces, 2021-May 2026 

 
Note: Bubble area is proportional to the number of traced firearms recovered in the state of sale, all time-to-crime 
bands combined. Source: ATF trace data by dealer zip code, obtained by Stop US Arms to Mexico. 

Long TTC 

Within-state long-TTC traces total 764,895 firearms, nearly half of all within-state traces and 

the largest of the three bands. Most within-state firearm traces therefore involve guns that had 

been in circulation for years, not recent purchases. 30236 (Jonesboro, GA) leads (3,579), 

followed by 32703 (Apopka, FL; 2,406), 43224 (Columbus, OH; 2,267), 30080 (Smyrna, GA; 

2,173), 28208 (Charlotte, NC; 2,095), 32216 (Jacksonville, FL; 2,085), 44130 (Cleveland, OH; 

1,872), 75150 (Mesquite, TX; 1,831), 38122 (Memphis, TN; 1,782), and 93308 (Bakersfield, CA; 

1,768). Despite their city names, nine of the ten are suburban; none meets the urban threshold, 

and the tenth, Bakersfield, is rural. Some of these zip codes matter far less in the shorter bands. 

Bakersfield ranks 10th for long-TTC traces but 261st for short-TTC traces. The top 300 zip codes 

for within-state long-TTC traces make up just 1.8 percent of the 16,309 zip codes with at least 

one within-state long-TTC trace but account for 28.0 percent of within-state long-TTC traced 

firearms, making this the least concentrated of the three bands. Suburban zip codes make up 

84 percent of these top 300. 

Mid TTC 

Within-state mid-TTC traces total 411,234 firearms. As time-to-crime shortens, the leading 

source zip codes begin to converge with those in the short-TTC band: nine of the top ten mid-

TTC zip codes are also in the short-TTC top ten. 30236 (Jonesboro, GA) again leads (2,831), 

followed by 60452 (Oak Forest, IL; 2,099), 28208 (Charlotte, NC; 2,082), 44130 (Cleveland, OH; 
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1,620), and 30080 (Smyrna, GA; 1,486). Several zip codes that are prominent in the long-TTC 

band, including 32703 (Apopka, FL), 32216 (Jacksonville, FL), and 93308 (Bakersfield, CA), drop 

out of the top ten. Nine of the top ten are again suburban; the tenth, 23462 (Virginia Beach, 

VA), is urban. Traces are also more concentrated than in the long-TTC band: the top 300 zip 

codes for within-state mid-TTC traces make up just 3.0 percent of the 9,978 zip codes with at 

least one within-state mid-TTC trace but account for 35.0 percent of within-state mid-TTC 

traced firearms. Suburban zip codes make up 87 percent of these top 300. 

Short TTC 

Within-state short-TTC traces total 405,098 firearms, and the leading source zip codes are 

nearly identical to the mid-TTC list, with nine of the top ten shared between the two bands. The 

top ten are 30236 (Jonesboro, GA; 2,540), 28208 (Charlotte, NC; 2,356), 60452 (Oak Forest, IL; 

1,973), 44130 (Cleveland, OH; 1,483), 75150 (Mesquite, TX; 1,354), 53227 (Milwaukee, WI; 

1,350), 23462 (Virginia Beach, VA; 1,272), 23005 (Ashland, VA; 1,188), 43616 (Oregon, OH; 

1,164), and 43207 (Columbus, OH; 1,156). Nine of the ten are suburban, and only the Virginia 

Beach zip code meets the urban threshold. The top 300 zip codes for within-state short-TTC 

traces make up just 3.3 percent of the 9,134 zip codes with at least one within-state short-TTC 

trace but account for 36.7 percent of within-state short-TTC traced firearms, making this the 

most concentrated of the three bands. Suburban zip codes make up 89 percent of these top 

300, the highest share of any band. Short-TTC firearms are the clearest indicator of possible 

trafficking, and their sources concentrate in a small set of suburban zip codes on the lower-

density edges of major metros rather than in inner cities. This suggests that much of the 

possible trafficking signaled by short time-to-crime is local: firearms bought at suburban stores 

and recovered in crime within the same state, often within months of sale. 
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7. Firearms Traced Between States in the U.S. 

In brief 

·       About a quarter of traced firearms (580,218, or 26.2 percent) were recovered in a 

different U.S. state or territory from where they were sold: 249,017 in a bordering state and 

331,201 in a non-bordering one. 

·       Bordering-state traces are concentrated: the ten largest state-to-state flows account 

for 36.4 percent of them, led by Arizona to California (23,605 firearms, about 20 for every 

one going the other way) and Indiana to Illinois (15,796, nearly 16 to 1). 

·       The 300 leading bordering-state source zip codes, 2.4 percent of those with any such 

trace, supply 36.8 percent of bordering-state firearms and 46.3 percent of short-TTC ones; 

82 percent are suburban. 

·       Non-bordering traces are more dispersed and older: about 1 in 10 was recovered 

within a year of sale, compared with about 1 in 4 within-state. The Iron Pipeline stands out: 

five of the seven largest non-bordering flows run into New York, though the largest runs 

from Texas to California. 

While within-state traces are the majority, out-of-state traces account for 580,218 firearms 

(26.2 percent of traced firearms): firearms sold in one state and recovered and traced in 

another U.S. state or territory. Splitting this category by whether the recovery state shares a 

land border with the state of sale reveals two distinct patterns. Bordering-state traces (249,017) 

are concentrated in a small number of large flows between neighbors: the ten largest account 

for more than a third of them, and they take three forms. Some are one-way corridors, such as 

Arizona to California and Indiana to Illinois. Some center on a metro area that straddles a state 

line, such as Charlotte, St. Louis, and Memphis. Others are two-way flows, such as Louisiana 

and Texas.  

Non-bordering traces (331,201) are the larger group and far more dispersed. They include the 

best-known long-distance route, the “Iron Pipeline” from southeastern states along Interstate 

95 into the Northeast. It shows up clearly in the data: five of the seven largest non-bordering 

flows run into New York, from Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, South Carolina, and Florida. But 

it is only one of several long-distance routes; the single largest non-bordering flow runs from 

Texas to California. 

7.1 Bordering States 

Guns traced to sales in a neighboring state that shares a land border account for 249,017 (42.9 

percent) of the 580,218 firearms traced from out of state. These traces are not spread evenly 

along state lines. The 300 zip codes with the most bordering-state traces make up 2.4 percent 

of the 12,343 zip codes with any such trace, but account for 36.8 percent of bordering-state 

firearms and 46.3 percent of short-TTC bordering-state firearms. The 300 largest bordering-
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state sources of crime guns thus account for a larger share of their category than the 300 

largest within-state sources (36.8 versus 31.0 percent). As with sources of crime guns within-

state, they are mostly suburban: 82 percent of the top 300 zip code sources of bordering-state 

traces are suburban. 

The ten largest one-way flows between neighboring states (counting each direction separately) 

account for 36.4 percent of all bordering-state traces and 45.1 percent of short-TTC bordering-

state traces. They take three forms. The largest are lopsided corridors, in which one state sends 

far more firearms to a single neighbor than it receives: Arizona to California, Indiana to Illinois, 

and Nevada to California alone account for 20.5 percent of bordering-state traces, and Virginia 

to Maryland is similarly lopsided, with about 13 times as many guns coming from Virginia as 

going the other way, though its sources are spread all across Virginia. Three more center on a 

single metro area that straddles a state line (Charlotte, St. Louis, and Memphis), with flows 

running mainly, but not only, in one direction. The remaining three, Georgia to Florida, 

Louisiana to Texas, and Virginia to North Carolina, run substantially in both directions, with 

roughly one firearm going in one direction for every two going in the opposite direction (two 

for every three between Louisiana and Texas). Each is described below in order of size. 

Arizona to California 

Arizona to California is the largest one-way flow between neighboring states: more firearms 

sold in Arizona were recovered in California than for any other pair of bordering states, and 

others have documented the same corridor. Recent research identified it as “the largest gun 

trafficking corridor in North America” for crime guns with a short time-to-crime,48 a finding 

California’s Department of Justice has since cited. In 2023 alone, 4,372 crime guns recovered in 

California, 13 percent of those traced to a known source state, had first been sold in Arizona. 

Arizona sends 39.4 percent of its traced firearms recovered in the United States to other states, 

more than three times California’s 11.3 percent. The flow runs almost entirely one way: 23,605 

Arizona-sourced firearms were recovered in California, versus 1,192 going the other way, a 

ratio of about 20 to 1. California’s larger size does not explain the gap: Arizona-sourced firearms 

make up 13.0 percent of all traced firearms recovered in California, while California-sourced 

firearms make up 1.9 percent of those recovered in Arizona. 

For short-TTC firearms the imbalance is even more stark: 5,490 versus 41. This flow between 

Arizona and California accounts for 14.3 percent of all short-TTC bordering-state traces 

nationwide. California is also the main destination at every time-to-crime band for firearms 

Arizona sends to other states, receiving 61.8 percent of the long-TTC, 76.7 percent of the mid-

TTC, and 83.0 percent of the short-TTC traced firearms. Remarkably, in 2025 the number of 

Arizona-sourced firearms recovered in Mexico (4,495) surpassed the number recovered in 

California (4,161). 

https://oag.ca.gov/system/files/media/ab1191-crime-gun-report-2026.pdf
https://everytownresearch.org/report/gun-trafficking-crime-guns-california-data/
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Arizona’s border counties (Yuma, La Paz, and Mohave) are disproportionate sources of guns 

recovered in California: 66.1 percent of these counties’ traced firearms recovered in the U.S. 

were recovered outside Arizona, three-quarters of them in California, versus 10.1 percent for 

California counties bordering Arizona (Imperial, Riverside, and San Bernardino). 

Figure 14: Arizona-to-California vs. California-to-Arizona Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents a zip code, sized by the number of traced firearms sold there and recovered in the 

other state: sold in an Arizona zip code and recovered in California (blue), or sold in a California zip code and 

recovered in Arizona (red), January 2021–May 2026. Shaded areas mark the counties along the Arizona–California 

border. Source: ATF trace data by dealer zip code, obtained by Stop US Arms to Mexico. 

Even so, most of the flow does not start at the state border. Maricopa County accounts for 

about two-thirds of the firearms Arizona sends to California, led by zip codes in Glendale (85305, 

85308, and 85302) and Phoenix (85051), nearly 150 miles from the state line. Nine of the 25 

largest border-state source zip codes in the country are in Arizona. For short-TTC firearms, 
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however, the top source is Bullhead City (86442), on the Colorado River across from California, 

with the largest number of these in 2025.  

The Arizona towns along the state line nonetheless stand apart from their California 

counterparts, both in how many gun dealers they host and in how those dealers have fared 

under federal inspection. The five Arizona border-county zip codes that send the most firearms 

into California, Bullhead City, Yuma, Lake Havasu City, Kingman, and Fort Mohave, together 

sent 2,520 firearms across the line from 2021 to 2026 and were home to about 100 licensed 

dealers in an average year over that period.49 The five California border-county zip codes that 

send the most firearms into Arizona sent just 64 and were home to about 24 dealers, none of 

them near the border; all five sit in the Inland Empire, more than 150 miles from Arizona. 

Across the border counties as a whole, Arizona zip codes average about three times as many 

licensed dealers as those on the California side (7.6 versus 2.8). Several of the largest Arizona 

sources were also home to dealers ATF itself had flagged: one dealer in Bullhead City and three 

in Yuma were in ATF’s Demand 2 program, which covered dealers with 25 or more crime guns 

traced within three years of sale in the prior year, in every year from 2022 to 2024.50 Demand 2 

dealers were not unique to the Arizona side: two of the top California source zip codes, in San 

Bernardino and Corona, also had one in every year. But they sent only a few dozen firearms 

into Arizona, while the Arizona zip codes sent thousands into California. 

Federal inspection records point in the same direction. ATF inspection reports compiled by 

Brady’s Gun Store Transparency Project show that inspections of dealers in the five Arizona zip 

codes that sent the most firearms to California resulted in 113 citations for violations from 2016 

to 2020, or 135 for every 100 licensed dealers, compared with 11 citations, or 29 per 100 

dealers, in the five California zip codes that sent the most firearms to Arizona.51 In Lake Havasu 

City (86403) alone, nine dealers were cited for a combined 70 violations, and a single Bullhead 

City dealer was cited for 13 violations in 2017 and 10 more in 2020. 

The pattern holds beyond these towns: across the two states’ border counties, inspections 

cited 73 violations per 100 dealers in Arizona versus 38 in California.52 Arizona inspections were 

also more likely to uncover serious lapses: 26 percent cited ten or more violations, compared 

with 6 percent in California, though these shares rest on relatively few inspections (23 in 

Arizona and 32 in California). These inspections predate the 2021–2026 trace period, and 

Brady’s database consists mainly of inspections that led to a warning letter or more serious 

action, with incomplete coverage after mid-2018. Still, the picture is consistent: on the Arizona 

side of the line, more dealers per zip code, with weaker compliance records, supply a one-way 

flow of guns into California. 
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FROM DESERT TO SAN DIEGO: Glendale, Arizona to San Diego, California. In August 2022, San 

Diego police found a loaded handgun in a dumpster in the city’s College Grove area. ATF traced it 

to Randall’s Sporting Goods in Glendale, Arizona, where it had been bought two days earlier. 

Federal prosecutors tied the gun to Jarez Roberts, a San Diego felon and known gang member, 

who had arranged for a Phoenix woman to buy handguns for him and drove to Arizona 

repeatedly to collect them. Roberts was sentenced to nine years in prison in August 2024; his 

supplier had pleaded guilty two months earlier. The same year, a second San Diego man pleaded 

guilty to buying eleven firearms in Yuma with a false Arizona ID and reselling them in San Diego. 

One was later recovered in Tijuana, Mexico.  

Indiana to Illinois 

The Indiana–Illinois gun trafficking corridor is among the most documented in the country. 

Chicago’s 2017 Gun Trace Report found that 60 percent of crime guns recovered in the city 

from 2013 to 2016 were traced to dealers out of state, including more than 20 percent to 

dealers in Indiana, and named three Lake County, Indiana, dealers among its ten leading 

sources. The pattern fits a broader finding by economist Brian Knight that crime guns flow from 

states with weak gun laws to neighboring states with strict ones.53 

Our data show that the corridor remains as active as ever. Indiana sends 39.4 percent of its 

traced firearms recovered in the United States to other states, more than double Illinois’s 17.4 

percent. Indiana-sourced firearms recovered in Illinois totaled 15,796, versus 1,006 going the 

other way, a ratio of nearly 16 to 1; the short-TTC ratio is even wider (3,250 versus 174). 

Unlike in Arizona, the largest single source sits right at the state line. Zip codes in Lake County, 

Indiana, which borders Cook and Will counties in Illinois, together sent 4,474 traced firearms 

into Illinois, more than a quarter of all Indiana-sourced firearms recovered there. Nearly two-

thirds of all its traced firearms (63.2 percent) were recovered outside Indiana, compared with 

about one in ten for Illinois’s border counties. Three of its zip codes, in Crown Point (46307), 

Hammond (46324), and Merrillville (46410), are among the five largest border-state sources in 

the country, and nearly all of their border-state firearms go to Illinois. Merrillville and 

Hammond also lead Indiana’s short-TTC firearms recovered in Illinois. Indianapolis (Marion 

County) is the second-largest source. 

The Indiana side of the line also has more gun dealers per zip code: zip codes in Indiana’s 

border counties average about three licensed dealers each, compared with about one on the 

Illinois side. Six of Lake County’s roughly 53 licensed dealers, in Gary, Hammond, Merrillville, 

and Schererville, were in ATF’s Demand 2 program at some point from 2022 to 2024, four of 

them in all three years.54 The program was reserved for dealers linked to 25 or more crime guns 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdca/pr/drug-dealing-gun-trafficker-sentenced-nine-years-prison-highlighting-arizona-san-diego
https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2017/October/GTR2017.pdf
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Figure 15: Indiana-to-Illinois vs. Illinois-to-Indiana Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
 

Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in an Indiana zip code and recovered in Illinois 

(blue), or purchased in an Illinois zip code and recovered in Indiana (red), 2021–May 2026. 

recovered within three years of sale. Statewide, Indiana had nearly three times as many 

Demand 2 dealers per resident as Illinois. 
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GETTING GUNS TO THE WINDY CITY: Indianapolis, Indiana to Chicago, Illinois. Between June 

and September 2021, Miesha Webster and James Osborne III ran a straw-purchasing scheme in 

the Indianapolis area. Osborne, who was barred from buying guns himself, chose the firearms, 

supplied the money, and drove Webster to licensed dealers, where she falsely claimed the guns 

were for her own use. Webster bought at least 51 firearms, at least 37 of them straw purchases. 

The pair sold the guns to a buyer from Chicago, who met them in Lafayette, Indiana, and took 

them back to Chicago. Of the 24 firearms police later recovered, 17 were found in Chicago or 

nearby Illinois cities. Both were sentenced in May 2024: Osborne to 45 months in federal prison, 

Webster to 18 months. 

Nevada to California 

The Nevada–California corridor drew national attention after the 2019 Gilroy Garlic Festival 

shooting, carried out with a rifle bought legally in Nevada that could not have been sold in 

California. In 2023 alone, 2,065 crime guns recovered in California had first been sold in 

Nevada. Researchers at UC Berkeley and UC Davis found that firearm deaths and injuries in 

nearby California communities rose about 70 percent in the two weeks after Nevada gun shows 

(2005–2013).55 Nevada sends 43.4 percent of its traced firearms recovered in the United States 

to other states, a higher share than Arizona. It is also the fifth-largest source of firearms 

recovered in a bordering state, after Arizona, Indiana, Georgia and Virginia. Nevada-sourced 

firearms recovered in California totaled 11,579, versus 1,549 going the other way, a ratio of 

nearly 7.5 to 1. For short-TTC firearms the ratio is about 18 to 1. 

The destination is the most concentrated of any corridor: California receives 73.8 percent of the 

firearms Nevada sends to other U.S. states, and the share rises as time-to-crime shortens, from 

68.9 percent of long-TTC to 84.8 percent of short-TTC firearms. Because Nevada’s two largest 

metro areas are in counties that border California, about 97 percent of the flow comes from 

border counties, led by Clark County (Las Vegas, 8,020 firearms) and Washoe County (Reno and 

Sparks, 2,417). North Las Vegas (89030) and Reno (89502) are the largest source zip codes for 

firearms recovered in California, and North Las Vegas is the largest border-state source zip code 

in the country for long-TTC firearms. 

As on the Arizona border, the Nevada side of the line has far more gun dealers than the 

California side. Zip codes in Nevada’s border counties averaged 7.3 licensed dealers each, 

compared with 2.3 on the California side. The two areas have similar populations, about 3 

million people each,56 yet Nevada’s border counties had 26 dealers in ATF’s Demand 2 program 

from 2022 to 2024, 16 of them in all three years, compared with nine on the California side. 

Demand 2 is reserved for dealers traced to 25 or more crime guns recovered within three years 

of sale in the previous calendar year. All five Nevada zip codes that send the most firearms into 

 

https://www.atf.gov/news/press-releases/2-sentenced-total-over-5-years-federal-prison-trafficking-dozens-firearms-indianapolis
https://www.10news.com/news/national/weapon-used-in-gilroy-garlic-festival-shooting-couldnt-legally-be-bought-imported-into-california
https://everytownresearch.org/report/gun-trafficking-crime-guns-nevada-data/
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Figure 16: Nevada-to-California vs. California-to-Nevada Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a Nevada zip code and recovered in California 
(blue), or purchased in a California zip code and recovered in Nevada (red), 2021–May 2026. 

 
California, in North Las Vegas, Las Vegas, Reno, and Sparks, had a dealer in the program.57 

Three of the five California zip codes that send the most firearms into Nevada also had one, but 

all five together sent just 76 firearms into Nevada, compared with 3,496 from the top five 

Nevada zip codes. 

VEGAS VENDOR: A California buyer in Nevada gun stores. Kenneth Earl Smith Jr., of 

Lancaster, California, used fraudulently obtained driver’s licenses to pose as a Nevada 

resident and buy firearms from licensed dealers in Las Vegas, Henderson, and Pahrump 

between February 2020 and October 2021. He then resold more than 50 of them without 

a dealer license. He was sentenced to 63 months in federal prison in October 2023.  

https://www.justice.gov/usao-nv/pr/california-man-sentenced-prison-straw-purchasing-firearms-and-dealing-firearms-without
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South Carolina to North Carolina  

South Carolina to North Carolina is the fourth-largest one-way bordering-state flow: 7,358 

South Carolina-sourced firearms were recovered in North Carolina, versus 3,293 going the other 

way, a ratio of about 2.2 to 1. An analysis of ATF’s 2023 trace data conducted by the group 

Everytown likewise ranks South Carolina as the leading out-of-state source of crime guns 

recovered in North Carolina, with 6 percent of those with a known source state. 

Statewide, the flow is less one-sided than other state-to-state corridors, but it is concentrated 

in one place: York County, on the southern edge of the Charlotte metro area, accounts for 

1,647 of the firearms South Carolina sends to North Carolina. Rock Hill (29730) alone sent 891, 

making it the ninth-largest border-state source zip in the country, followed by two other York 

County zip codes, a second Rock Hill zip (29732, 413) and Fort Mill (29708, 216). Rock Hill 

(29730) sends over two thirds of its out-of-state firearms to North Carolina, rising to 81.1 

percent for short-TTC firearms. A majority of all firearms traced to York County were recovered 

outside South Carolina. The opposite flow from Mecklenburg County (Charlotte) into South 

Carolina is just 454 firearms.  

Figure 17: South Carolina-to-North Carolina vs. North Carolina-to-South Carolina Firearm Flows by 
Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a South Carolina zip code and recovered in 
North Carolina (blue), or purchased in a North Carolina zip code and recovered in South Carolina (red), 2021–May 
2026. 

https://everytownresearch.org/report/gun-trafficking-crime-guns-north-carolina-data/
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Federal prosecutors have pursued the same connection. In 2022, a Rock Hill man was 
sentenced to 15 years in federal prison after selling ten firearms, along with drugs, to 
undercover agents in Union County, North Carolina, just across the state line. In June 2026, a 
Fort Mill man pleaded guilty to straw purchasing firearms for a Charlotte-based trafficker who 
could not legally buy guns. ATF agents bought about 106 guns from that trafficker in Charlotte 
and Baltimore, many of them from North and South Carolina. Charlotte can be both a 
destination and a transit point: the trace data show where these firearms were purchased and 
recovered, but not other places through which they passed. 

Georgia to Florida 

Georgia to Florida is the fifth-largest one-way flow, but the movement of guns also runs 

substantially in the other direction: 6,348 Georgia-sourced firearms were recovered in Florida,  

Figure 18: Georgia-to-Florida vs. Florida-to-Georgia Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 

Note: Each bubble 
represents the number of 
firearms purchased in a 
Georgia zip code and 
recovered in Florida 
(blue), or purchased in a 
Florida zip code and 
recovered in Georgia 
(red), 2021–May 2026. 

 

https://www.dea.gov/press-releases/2022/08/18/south-carolina-man-sentenced-15-years-selling-guns-and-drugs
https://www.justice.gov/usao-sc/pr/york-county-man-pleads-guilty-straw-purchasing-firearms
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while 3,320 Florida-sourced firearms were recovered in Georgia (948 versus 364 for short-TTC 

firearms). Georgia is the leading out-of-state source of firearms recovered in Florida, more than 

twice the next state, Alabama (2,768), and Florida is the leading out-of-state source of firearms 

recovered in Georgia, just ahead of Alabama (3,213). The Florida-to-Georgia flow is led by 

Jacksonville (Duval County), Miami-Dade, and Broward. 

The flow from Georgia comes mainly from the Atlanta metro rather than the state border: 

Cobb, Clayton, Gwinnett, and Henry counties lead, and the top two source zip codes, Jonesboro 

(30236, 341 firearms) and Smyrna (30080, 253), are the same suburban zip codes that lead the 

within-state gun traces. Only one in eight of the traced guns comes from Georgia counties along 

the Florida line, led by Valdosta (31602). Georgia, the third-largest border-state source in the 

country, spreads its border-state firearms across all of its neighbors: Florida receives 39 

percent, followed by North Carolina (17.3 percent), South Carolina (16.1 percent), Tennessee 

(15.2 percent), and Alabama (12.5 percent). 

Court cases also reflect the flow from Georgia. In 2024, federal prosecutors in Miami charged 

two men from Atlanta and nearby Conyers with buying firearms and ammunition in Georgia, 

hiding them inside an air tank, and shipping them through Doral, Florida, toward the Caribbean 

island of Saint Martin. Here, as in the Carolinas, Florida served as a stopover as well as a 

destination. 

Firearms also move north. In 2020, police arrested 11 Georgia residents after 44 guns were 

stolen from a Tallahassee gun store. In a separate case, five Florida residents pleaded guilty to 

bringing stolen firearms from central Florida into Charlton, Brantley, and Wayne counties in 

southeast Georgia. 

Louisiana to Texas 

Louisiana to Texas is the sixth-largest one-way flow and, of the ten largest flows between 

neighboring states, the most balanced in each direction. Louisiana-sourced firearms recovered 

in Texas totaled 6,061, versus 4,099 going the other way, about 1.5 to 1 (similar to the ratio for 

short-TTC firearms). Texas to Louisiana is itself the eleventh-largest one-way border-state flow 

in the country. 

Louisiana’s flow into Texas is led by the Shreveport–Bossier City area, which sits near the Texas 

line: the top two source zip codes are in Shreveport (71107, Caddo Parish) and Bossier City 

(71111, Bossier Parish). They are followed by Baton Rouge, Jefferson Parish, and Lafayette. Less 

than a quarter of these firearms come from parishes along the Texas line. The flow toward 

Louisiana is led by Texas’s largest metros, particularly Houston (Harris County, 1,171 firearms), 

Dallas, and Fort Worth. This is a two-way flow between metro areas in neighboring states, not a 

one-directional corridor. 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdfl/pr/thirteen-defendants-charged-firearms-trafficking-related-offenses-over-one-hundred
https://www.tampabay28.com/news/state/11-arrested-in-georgia-for-stealing-guns-from-florida-store
https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdga/pr/five-convicted-conspiring-transport-stolen-firearms
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This flow is not new. An investigation by The Advocate found that in 2021, 1,084 crime guns 

recovered in Texas had first been sold in Louisiana, more than the 724 Texas-sourced guns 

recovered in Louisiana, even though Texas has about seven times Louisiana’s population. Texas 

was nonetheless the leading out-of-state source of crime guns recovered in Louisiana. 

Figure 19: Louisiana-to-Texas vs. Texas-to-Louisiana Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a Louisiana zip code and recovered in Texas 
(blue), or purchased in a Texas zip code and recovered in Louisiana (red), 2021–May 2026. 

Virginia to Maryland 

Virginia to Maryland is the seventh-largest one-way flow and the third most one-sided of the 

ten largest one-way flows between neighboring states, after Arizona to California and Indiana 

to Illinois. Virginia sent 5,607 firearms to Maryland and received 432, a ratio of nearly 13 to 1 

(807 versus 58 for short-TTC firearms). Virginia also sent 3,580 firearms to Washington, D.C. 

while receiving just 24. Combined, 9,187 Virginia-sourced firearms were recovered in Maryland 

and D.C., including 1,407 short-TTC firearms. 

https://www.theadvocate.com/baton_rouge/news/crime_police/louisianas-crime-gun-pipeline-texas-mississippi-beyond/article_8a2b4bbe-727f-11ed-bce9-1bc99b7bb2c6.html
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This flow from Virginia does not start in one place. About a quarter (25.9 percent) comes from 

Virginia counties along the Maryland line.58 The sources are spread across the state, from 

Fairfax and Prince William counties in Northern Virginia to Chesterfield, Hanover, and Virginia 

Beach. The small flow from Maryland to Virginia is led by Prince George’s and Montgomery 

counties. 

This pattern is part of what officials and advocates call the “Iron Pipeline,” the I-95 corridor on 

the Eastern Seaboard along which guns bought in states with looser laws move to states with 

stricter ones. Out-of-state guns now make up a majority of Maryland’s traced crime guns. 

Baltimore Magazine reported that they reached 54 percent in 2019, up from 38 percent two 

decades earlier, and that more than 1,000 crime guns recovered that year traced back to 

Virginia alone. A June 2026 Everytown fact sheet based on ATF data found that in 2023, Virginia 

was the source of 14 percent of crime guns recovered and traced in Maryland.  

Our data tell the same story. Of the firearms recovered in Maryland, 54 percent were first sold 

in another state. Firearms first sold in Virginia make up 14.7 percent of all firearms recovered in 

Maryland and 27.2 percent of those first sold outside Maryland. Baltimore Mayor Brandon 

Scott has argued that most guns recovered in the city come from outside Maryland. 

Figure 20: Virginia-to-Maryland vs. Maryland-to-Virginia Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a Virginia zip code and recovered in Maryland 
(blue), or purchased in a Maryland zip code and recovered in Virginia (red), 2021–May 2026. 

https://www.baltimoremagazine.com/section/community/iron-pipeline-gun-violence-out-of-state-traffickers/
https://everytownresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2026/06/Virginia-Firearm-Trafficking-and-Crime-Gun-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.cbsnews.com/baltimore/news/baltimore-mayor-pushes-to-get-illegal-guns-off-street-after-mass-shooting-we-need-accountability/
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Some prosecutions involve buyers who travel deep into Virginia or recruit straw purchasers 

there, rather than buying just across the line. In one Eastern District of Virginia case, two half-

brothers traveled to Virginia to buy guns and resold them for profit, and some were later 

recovered in Maryland and Washington, D.C. In another case, a Roanoke felon used straw 

buyers to acquire at least 25 firearms, several of which were later recovered in connection with 

crimes in Maryland, New York, and Washington, D.C. 

The policy landscape for gun supply in Virginia is now shifting. In 2026, the state enacted a 

package of gun laws, including a ban on future sales and manufacture of assault-style firearms. 

Most of the measures took effect July 1, 2026; that same day the U.S. Department of Justice 

sued Virginia to block the assault-weapons ban, calling it unconstitutional. These changes took 

effect after the period covered by our data, which ends in May 2026. 

Missouri to Illinois 

Missouri to Illinois is the eighth-largest one-way flow between neighboring states. Missouri-

sourced firearms recovered in Illinois totaled 5,021, compared to 1,350 going the other way, a 

ratio of over 3.7 to 1. For short-TTC firearms the ratio is about 6.7 to 1. The movement of arms 

is clustered around the St. Louis area: St. Louis County, St. Charles County, Jefferson County, 

and the City of St. Louis account for 62 percent of firearms recovered in Illinois traced to 

Missouri. Most of this flow is from Missouri counties along the Illinois line. Two in five short-TTC 

Missouri firearms recovered outside Missouri were recovered in Illinois. 

One zip code stands out: St. Louis (63123, Affton), in St. Louis County, sent 539 firearms into 

Illinois. The opposite flow into Missouri comes mostly from the Illinois side of the same metro 

area, with St. Clair and Madison counties accounting for 769 of the 1,350 firearms. Together 

with the Indiana corridor, this means Illinois receives lopsided flows from two neighbors: from 

Indiana, led by dealers near Chicago, and from Missouri, largely through dealers in the St. Louis 

area. 

Missouri’s role as a source of Illinois crime guns appears in earlier analyses of ATF data, though 

it gets far less attention than Indiana’s. Based on 2021 ATF trace data, 24/7 Wall St. found that 

Missouri supplied nearly twice as many crime guns to Illinois as to Kansas, another neighboring 

state. From the Illinois side, Missouri ranked second among out-of-state sources, behind 

Indiana, in a state where 53 percent of traced guns came from outside its borders. Observers 

often point to the gap in the two states’ laws. Illinois requires a permit and background check 

for every gun purchase, while Missouri requires no permit, registration, or background check 

for private sales. One editorial argued that none of Illinois’s neighbors has looser gun laws than 

Missouri. 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-edva/pr/two-men-sentenced-prison-firearms-conspiracy
https://digital-release.wric.com/news/virginia-news/virginia-man-sentenced-to-seven-years-in-prison-for-firearms-trafficking/amp/
https://royalexaminer.com/spanberger-signs-assault-weapons-ban-package-of-criminal-justice-and-energy-bills/
https://www.scrippsnews.com/politics/guns/virginia-governor-signs-assault-weapons-ban-into-law
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-sues-commonwealth-virginia-unconstitutional-weapons-bans
https://247wallst.com/special-report/2022/12/26/where-trafficked-guns-used-to-commit-crimes-come-from/2/
https://247wallst.com/state/illinois-has-a-gun-trafficking-problem/
https://news.medill.northwestern.edu/chicago/?p=72678
https://www.creators.com/read/daily-editorials/08/23/state-gun-laws-help-but-cross-state-trafficking-shows-need-for-federal-action
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Figure 21: Missouri-to-Illinois vs. Illinois-to-Missouri Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a Missouri zip code and recovered in Illinois 
(blue), or purchased in an Illinois zip code and recovered in Missouri (red), 2021–May 2026. 

The concentration in the St. Louis metro area of crime guns moving to Illinois is consistent with 

other reporting on St. Louis-area dealers. A USA Today investigation, as reported by FOX 2 St. 

Louis, used ATF records to identify more than 20 St. Louis-area gun outlets that each sold at 

least 25 guns traced to crimes in a single year with a time-to-crime under three years, the 

threshold for ATF’s Demand 2 program. In Illinois, Sen. Dick Durbin met with law enforcement 

leaders in East St. Louis in 2013 to discuss gun trafficking. Then–St. Clair County State’s Attorney 

Brendan Kelly described a flood of illegal firearms coming into East St. Louis. 

https://www.yahoo.com/news/feds-st-louis-area-gun-194001560.html
https://www.durbin.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/durbin-meets-with-law-enforcement-leaders-to-discuss-gun-violence-in-east-st-louis
https://www.stlpr.org/government-politics-issues/2016-08-07/east-st-louis-gun-buyback-takes-100-guns-off-streets
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Enforcement has continued: in July 2026, Illinois State Police ran a violent crime suppression detail 

in St. Clair and Madison counties in the Metro East. In June, a Ferguson man pleaded guilty after 

admitting he unlawfully bought firearms, including 27 later recovered in Illinois, Kentucky, and 

Missouri; among them were guns he bought from dealers in St. Louis County and St. Charles. 

On one purchase, he was accompanied by a convicted felon from Illinois who helped pay, and 

one of the guns was recovered in Columbia, Illinois, after a carjacking in which the victim was 

shot. In July, ATF and federal prosecutors in St. Louis launched a public campaign against straw 

purchasing. Federal cases also show that some guns move through St. Louis to destinations well 

beyond the area, including a St. Louis-to-Chicago trafficking ring, charged in 2021, that allegedly 

moved guns north for resale in Chicago. 

Mississippi to Tennessee  

The Memphis corridor is the ninth-largest one-way flow between neighboring states by volume 

of crime gun traces, but the most concentrated. One zip code dominates: Horn Lake, Mississippi 

(38637), a Memphis suburb just across the state line, is the largest border-state source zip code 

in the country, both overall and for short- and mid-TTC firearms. It alone sent 1,573 firearms 

into Tennessee, 31.5 percent of the statewide flow. Together with two more DeSoto County 

suburbs, Olive Branch (625) and Southaven (593), three neighboring zip codes account for 56 

percent of the entire Mississippi-to-Tennessee flow. 

Mississippi-sourced firearms recovered in Tennessee totaled 4,988, versus 1,459 going the 

other way, a ratio of about 3.4 to 1. Two thirds of firearms traced to purchases in DeSoto 

County, MS were recovered outside Mississippi. The opposite flow comes mostly from the 

Memphis area: Shelby County accounts for 1,164 of the 1,459 firearms recovered in Mississippi 

and traced to a purchase in Tennessee. This is less a relationship between two states than a 

single suburban retail market that straddles a state line. 

Unlike the Virginia–Maryland and Missouri–Illinois corridors, this flow has drawn little public 

attention, but ATF data has shown it for decades. An ATF crime gun trace report on Memphis 

from the late 1990s found Mississippi to be the city’s leading out-of-state source, though 

Tennessee itself supplied far more. In ATF’s 2019 trace data for Memphis, Mississippi 

accounted for 512 traced firearms, second only to Tennessee, and in ATF’s statewide Tennessee 

data for 2020, Mississippi was the leading out-of-state source. Our data show the same pattern: 

Mississippi is by far the largest out-of-state source of firearms recovered in Tennessee, with 

about twice as many as the next state, Georgia (2,470). 

Seen from the Mississippi side, the pattern is even clearer. ATF’s National Firearms Commerce 

and Trafficking Assessment state report for Mississippi lists Memphis as the top recovery city 

for Mississippi-sourced crime guns over 2017–2021, with 3,006, more than Jackson, 

https://illinois-state-police.prezly.com/illinois-state-police-announces-results-of-violent-crime-suppression-detail-in-the-metro-east-area-q4mxe1
https://www.justice.gov/usao-edmo/pr/ferguson-missouri-man-admits-buying-27-crime-guns-recovered-three-states
https://www.atf.gov/news/press-releases/atf-launches-dont-lie-other-guytm-campaign-st-louis
https://www.justice.gov/usao-ndil/pr/four-men-charged-federal-firearm-offenses-allegedly-trafficking-guns-st-louis-chicago
https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/Publications/abstract.aspx?ID=167923
https://atf.gov/node/100896
https://www.atf.gov/firearms/report/firearms-trace-data/firearms-trace-data-tennessee-2020
https://www.atf.gov/firearms/docs/report/mississippi-state-report/download
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Figure 22: Mississippi-to-Tennessee vs. Tennessee-to-Mississippi Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a Mississippi zip code and recovered in 
Tennessee (blue), or purchased in a Tennessee zip code and recovered in Mississippi (red), 2021–May 2026. 

Mississippi’s own capital (2,302). Unlike the Indiana–Illinois or Virginia–Maryland corridors, this 

flow does not move from a lax-law state into a strict-law one. Like Mississippi, Tennessee does 

not require background checks on private sales, has no waiting period, and does not ban assault 

weapons (see Methods). 

Virginia to North Carolina 

Virginia to North Carolina represents the tenth largest number of border-state gun traces. 

Virginia-sourced firearms recovered in North Carolina totaled 4,320, versus 1,969 going the 

other way, a ratio of 2.2 to 1. Unlike the Maryland flow, this one is concentrated in purchases 

near the state border: nearly 40 percent comes from Virginia counties along the North Carolina 

line, led by Virginia’s Southside region. Danville (24540 and 24541), Martinsville (24112), and 

Collinsville (24078) are four of the top five source zip codes, and Danville, Martinsville, and the 

surrounding Pittsylvania and Henry counties together sent about 850 firearms. Hampton Roads 
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(Virginia Beach and Norfolk) is the other main source. Together, Maryland, North Carolina, and 

Washington, D.C. receive more than 90 percent of Virginia's border-state firearms, even though 

Virginia shares a long border with West Virginia. Virginia is the fourth-largest border-state 

source in the country. 

One possible factor is a difference in the two states’ handgun laws. Until March 2023, North 

Carolina required anyone buying a handgun to first obtain a permit from the local sheriff, who 

conducted a character evaluation and criminal history check. Virginia had no comparable 

permit requirement, although since July 2020 it has required background checks on all firearm 

sales, including private sales (see Methods). The Republican-controlled legislature repealed 

North Carolina’s permit system over Gov. Roy Cooper’s veto in 2023. Since then, Virginia’s 

requirements have been the stricter of the two. Whether these differences shaped this flow, 

and whether the repeal changed it, are questions for future study. 

Figure 23: Virginia-to-North Carolina vs. North Carolina-to-Virginia Firearm Flows by Source Zip Code 

 
Note: Each bubble represents the number of firearms purchased in a Virginia zip code and recovered in North 
Carolina (blue), or purchased in a North Carolina zip code and recovered in Virginia (red), 2021–May 2026 

https://www.click2houston.com/news/politics/2023/03/29/permit-requirement-to-buy-pistol-scrapped-in-north-carolina/
https://www.wbtv.com/2023/03/29/nc-legislature-overrides-gov-coopers-veto-repealing-pistol-purchase-permits
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Seen from North Carolina’s side, Virginia is a relatively small source. In our data, 78 percent of 

the firearms recovered in North Carolina were bought from North Carolina dealers, and Virginia 

accounts for just 3.4 percent, behind South Carolina. North Carolina is itself a major supplier of 

guns recovered along the I-95 corridor: New York is its largest out-of-state destination, and it 

ranks among the leading out-of-state sources for New York, New Jersey, and Maryland. 

The border concentration of crime gun sources around Danville and Martinsville, Virginia 

matches what local law enforcement has described as a cross-border problem. In 2020–21, the 

Danville Police Department and the Caswell County, North Carolina, Sheriff’s Office ran a seven-

month joint investigation, with ATF and Virginia State Police support, targeting drug and firearm 

trafficking across state lines. Guns move both ways across this stretch of the border. In 2022, 

police arrested a suspect in North Carolina for a burglary at a Danville pawn shop in which 

seven firearms were stolen. Earlier, Danville’s police chief had displayed a seized shotgun 

reported stolen from Burlington, North Carolina, an example of guns moving in the other 

direction. 

7.2 Trafficking Between Non-Border States 

The remaining 331,201 out-of-state gun traces, 57.1 percent of the category, travel between 

states that share no border, including 4,898 firearms recovered in U.S. territories. The best-

known route is the so-called “Iron Pipeline,” the I-95 corridor running from Southeastern states 

with lighter regulation through the Mid-Atlantic and into the Northeast. Previous research 

suggests it is only one of several. A 2024 study by researchers at Columbia University’s Mailman 

School of Public Health examined 526,801 crime guns traced to interstate purchases between 

2010 and 2019 and found that guns regularly moved between states along several major 

highways. Along I-95, northbound flows into New Jersey and Maryland were about three times 

higher than expected. The study also found other corridors, including I-75 and I-20 through the 

Southeast, that carried more guns than expected.59 

MOVING IN BULK: Georgia and South Carolina to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. In April 

2022, federal prosecutors unsealed two indictments charging 14 people with trafficking 

nearly 400 firearms up the Iron Pipeline route into Philadelphia. Eleven of those 

defendants were accused of moving nearly 300 firearms from the Atlanta, Georgia area, 

and three more of moving over 100 from the Myrtle Beach, South Carolina area, in both 

cases buying from licensed dealers with false statements and reselling on Philadelphia’s 

black market. Some of the firearms had already been recovered in Philadelphia, often 

soon after purchase, by the time the charges were announced. 

https://www.wdbj7.com/2021/03/02/multiple-people-arrested-following-danville-drug-trafficking-operation
https://wsls.com/news/local/2022/01/11/man-wanted-for-stealing-guns-from-a-danville-pawn-shop
https://www.wsls.com/news/2018/03/10/35-illegal-guns-confiscated-in-danville-since-january/
https://www.atf.gov/news/pr/federal-officials-unveil-two-indictments-charging-14-people-illegally-trafficking-400
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Officials at the northern end of these routes have long named the states where the guns come 

from. A 2016 study by the New York Attorney General’s office found that 74 percent of crime 

guns recovered in New York came from out of state, mainly from Pennsylvania, North Carolina, 

South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, Florida, and Ohio, and warned that “the ready availability of 

these guns in states without these protections thwarts New York’s efforts to keep its citizens 

safe.” In 2018, New Jersey Attorney General Gurbir Grewal blamed the “weak” gun laws of 

Southern states such as North Carolina and Georgia. 

Federal investigations show how the guns travel. In 2021, federal prosecutors in Manhattan 

charged nine people with running a “pipeline of illegal guns” from metro Atlanta to New York 

City, where a Georgia buyer’s guns were carried north, mostly by bus, for resale in Brooklyn. An 

earlier Atlanta case ended in sentences for a crew that included straw buyers from Jonesboro 

and McDonough, who bought 33 guns at a single Atlanta dealer for delivery to Rochester, New 

York. In 2017, New York authorities seized 105 guns brought by bus from South Carolina and 

resold in Harlem. Georgia guns also reach the nation’s capital. In 2024, two people were 

sentenced for trafficking more than 80 pistols bought from Georgia and Texas dealers, some of 

which were later linked to crimes, including an armed carjacking in D.C. In March 2026, 

prosecutors in Atlanta charged three people with straw-purchasing at least 68 firearms in north 

Georgia for delivery to Maryland and D.C. The guns also leave the mainland. In Central Florida, 

four men were sentenced for a scheme in which straw purchasers bought about 49 firearms 

from Central Florida dealers that were then shipped to buyers in Puerto Rico. 

Non-border traces are more spread out than border-state traces. The 300 zip codes with the 

most non-border traces account for 26.9 percent of non-border firearms, compared with 36.8 

percent for the top 300 border-state sources, and the ten largest one-way flows between non-

bordering states account for just 11.4 percent, against 36.4 percent for the ten largest one-way 

flows between bordering states. Even so, a few patterns stand out. 

The largest single transfer among non-border states is Texas to California: 8,708 firearms, about 

six times as many as go the other way, and more than 20 times as many among short-TTC 

firearms. California receives more non-border state firearms than any other state. 

On the Iron Pipeline, New York is the clearest destination. Five of the ten largest non-border 

transfers end there, from Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, South Carolina, and Florida. 

Together these five states supply more than 60 percent of New York's non-border gun traces, 

and very few firearms travel in the other direction. 

https://abc7ny.com/amp/post/ag-many-guns-used-to-commit-crimes-in-ny-coming-from-out-of-state/1572210/
https://ajc.com/blog/investigations/new-york-georgia-toughen-your-gun-laws/wajOV1mGJY58LBqKf7L7lK
https://www.phillymag.com/news/2018/05/09/phil-murphy-new-jersey-gun-crime/
https://wsbtv.com/news/local/atlanta/feds-arrest-9-shut-down-pipeline-illegal-guns-flowing-metro-atlanta-new-york-city/HGQ6GHIBM5HORIWAYIBDF6JBH4
https://www.justice.gov/usao-ndga/pr/crew-sentenced-illegally-purchasing-33-guns-and-trafficking-them-georgia-new-york
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/new-york-city-gun-bust-2/
https://www.justice.gov/usao-dc/pr/former-couple-sentenced-prison-terms-illegally-trafficking-over-80-firearms-georgia-and
https://www.justice.gov/usao-ndga/pr/defendants-indicted-multi-state-firearms-trafficking-case
https://www.justice.gov/usao-mdfl/pr/four-central-florida-men-sentenced-prison-firearms-offenses-involving-weapons
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Two other transfers fall outside these patterns. Florida supplies more than half of the firearms 

recovered in Puerto Rico and traced to a U.S. state. Texas and Florida trade firearms almost 

evenly, the most balanced of the large non-border transfers. 

Firearms that travel farther also tend to be older when they are recovered: about 1 in 10 non-

border firearms was recovered within a year of purchase, compared with about 1 in 4 of those 

recovered in the state where they were bought, and 1 in 6.5 when recovered in border states. 

The fastest flows run along the Iron Pipeline. Of the firearms Georgia (13.9 percent), North 

Carolina (13.6 percent), and South Carolina (12.6 percent) send to non-bordering states, a 

higher share were recovered within a year of purchase than for any other state. Among 

destinations, D.C. (13.7 percent), Puerto Rico (13.3 percent), and New York (13.3 percent) have 

the highest share of non-border firearms recovered within a year of purchase.60 

Goldsboro, North Carolina, illustrates how a single trafficking operation can stand out in this 

data. Most of its short-TTC non-border firearms were recovered in New York in a single 

Figure 24: Where Non-Border Firearms Come From: Top 300 Source Zip Codes, 2021–May 2026 

 
Top 300 zip codes by firearms recovered in non-bordering states, January 2021–May 2026. Bubble area shows 
the number of firearms. Color marks retail markets, zip codes near major military installations (see footnote X), 
and manufacturer locations. Bubbles for manufacturer sites may be the result of incomplete tracing processes. 
Source: ATF trace data obtained by Stop US Arms to Mexico; zip codes placed at Census ZCTA internal points.  
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year, 2024 (105 of 139). That same year, the New York Attorney General announced the 

takedown of a Queens operation that bought guns in Goldsboro and carried them to New 

York by bus. The trace data cannot show whether these are the same firearms. 

The 300 zip codes that send the most firearms to non-bordering states are overwhelmingly 

suburban (84 percent), and most are in the Southeast, which holds more than half of them and 

60 percent of their firearms.61 Metro Atlanta is by far the largest cluster, with about two dozen 

zip codes across Clayton, Cobb, Gwinnett, Henry, DeKalb, Fulton, and nearby counties. Smaller 

clusters appear around Memphis and its Mississippi suburbs, Hampton Roads and Richmond in 

Virginia, Columbia and Charlotte in the Carolinas, Jackson, Mississippi, and Birmingham, 

Alabama. Non-border crime guns from Florida’s zip codes are spread among Orlando, South 

Florida, Tampa, Jacksonville, and the Panhandle, and sources in Texas sit mainly in Houston, 

Dallas–Fort Worth, Killeen, and El Paso. Outside the South, the clearest groups are in Ohio, 

Utah’s Wasatch Front, and Phoenix. The Northeast and Upper Midwest contribute only 20 zip 

codes, mostly in Indiana, Illinois, and northern New England, and the largest of them include 

the locations of four manufacturer headquarters discussed below. 

Two kinds of zip codes stand apart from ordinary retail markets. The first is zip codes near 

major military installations. Thirty-six of the 300 zip codes that send the most firearms to non-

bordering states sit next to a military base,62 among them Fayetteville, North Carolina (Fort 

Bragg); Clarksville, Tennessee, and Oak Grove, Kentucky (Fort Campbell); Killeen, Texas; 

Colorado Springs; and Hampton and Norfolk, Virginia. These 36 zip codes account for 50,800 

traced firearms, of which 11,942 were recovered in non-bordering states. The largest groups 

are around Naval Station Norfolk (2,782 non-border firearms across seven zip codes), Fort 

Bragg (1,803 across five), and Fort Cavazos in Killeen (1,119 across three), and the single largest 

zip code is Fayetteville’s 28303 (902). Most of these firearms are older: 69 percent were 

recovered three or more years after purchase, and 11 percent within a year. Of all firearms 

traced to these 36 zip codes, about 1 in 4 was recovered in a non-bordering state, compared 

with about 1 in 7 nationally. Military service members are highly mobile: they typically receive 

orders to move to a new duty station every two to three years, often in another state. A firearm 

bought legally near one base may therefore move with its owner and later be recovered and 

traced far from where it was sold. Trafficking cases involving guns bought near these 

installations have also been documented. In 2022, three people stationed at Fort Campbell 

were charged with buying more than 90 guns from dealers in Clarksville and Oak Grove and 

selling them to gang members in Chicago. The trace data do not show how any given firearm 

reached the state where it was recovered. 

https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2024/attorney-general-james-announces-takedown-major-gun-trafficking-operation-queens
https://todaysmilitary.com/life-in-the-military/relocation-deployment/moving-relocation
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/three-army-soldiers-arrested-large-scale-gun-trafficking-ring-tied-chi-rcna22627
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The second is manufacturer headquarters. Four of the top 300 zip codes are home to major gun 

makers rather than retail markets: Geneseo, Illinois, home of Springfield Armory (which 

manufactured 183,136 firearms in 2024); Springfield, Massachusetts, the long-time 

headquarters of Smith & Wesson before its move to Tennessee in 2023; Exeter, New 

Hampshire, SIG Sauer’s headquarters until 2012; and Southport, Connecticut, headquarters of 

Sturm, Ruger & Co. until 2026. Each company held a federal firearms license at these zip codes 

throughout the study period.63 More than 80 percent of the traced firearms from each were 

recovered in non-bordering states, compared with about 15 percent nationally, while few were 

recovered soon after sale (with the exception of Southport). This suggests the trace process for 

these firearms ended at the manufacturer, which distributes nationwide, rather than at a local 

store. Data for these four zip codes should be read with that caution. 

Figure 25. Top 10 Non-Border Source Zip Codes by Time-to-Crime, 2021–May 2026 

Ran
k 

Zip 
code 

Location Short 
TTC 

Mid 
TTC 

Long 
TTC 

Total Short 
TTC, % of 

total 

Top 3 non-border 
destinations 

1 30236 Jonesboro, GA 372 784 1,363 2,519 14.8% NY (558), MD (303), NJ 
(208) 

2 30080 Smyrna, GA 235 429 993 1,657 14.2% NY (302), MD (184), CA 
(167) 

3 61254 Geneseo, IL † 40 65 971 1,076 3.7% TX (161), FL (123), CA (115) 

4 29210 Columbia, SC 127 222 561 910 14.0% NY (189), FL (97), MD (81) 

5 28303 Fayetteville, NC 
* 

129 194 579 902 14.3% NY (134), FL (99), MD (84) 

6 43224 Columbus, OH 61 106 630 797 7.7% NY (134), FL (76), IL (72) 

7 28208 Charlotte, NC 125 214 454 793 15.8% NY (210), NJ (79), FL (63) 

8 33014 Hialeah, FL 27 54 699 780 3.5% TX (96), CA (67), NC (57) 

9 30281 Stockbridge, GA 141 213 403 757 18.6% NY (170), CA (96), IL (65) 

10 32703 Apopka, FL 43 87 611 741 5.8% PR (94), NY (89), CA (52) 

Note: Short TTC = recovered less than 1 year after purchase; mid = 1 to 3 years; long = 3 years or more. Destinations 
are non-bordering states or U.S. territories, with firearm counts in parentheses. † Manufacturer headquarters 
(Springfield Armory). * Next to a military installation (Fort Bragg). 

 

 

https://orchidadvisors.com/top-30-largest-usa-firearm-manufacturers-of-2024/
https://www.americanrifleman.org/content/smith-wesson-moving-to-tennessee
https://patch.com/new-hampshire/exeter/breaking-sig-sauer-to-leave-exeter
https://www.americanrifleman.org/content/ruger-moves-hq-to-north-carolina/
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8. Gun Laws, Federal Oversight, and Firearms Trafficking 

In brief 

·       Federal efforts against gun trafficking expanded early in the period, with new strike 

forces, the first federal trafficking and straw-purchasing laws, and border operations. But 

ATF’s capacity to oversee dealers has since shrunk, to 722 inspectors for nearly 128,000 

licensees in 2025. 

·       Mexico has pursued its own legal, enforcement and diplomatic strategies, including 

litigation against gun manufacturers and Arizona gun dealers, the latter of which continues 

in a U.S. federal court. 

·       States without universal background checks, assault weapons bans, or waiting periods 

have far more traced guns per resident recovered within a year of purchase. 

·       The gap is largest when the laws are combined: states with none of the three have 

about six times the rate of the eight jurisdictions with all three (228 versus 37 per 100,000 

residents), and the gap grows for guns that cross state lines. 

·       Zip codes with a dealer in ATF’s Demand 2 program, about 7 percent of the total, 

supplied two-thirds of guns recovered within a year in the state of sale and nearly three in 

five of those recovered in Mexico. ATF paused the program in 2025. 

·       The dealer-level data needed to judge which policies work remain largely out of public 

reach. 

How do the patterns of gun trafficking relate to the rules and policies that govern gun sales and 

trafficking?  

We start with what earlier research has found, and with how federal and Mexican efforts 

against gun trafficking changed between 2021 and 2026. We then look at two kinds of rules. 

The first is state gun laws, which vary a lot from state to state. The second is federal oversight 

of licensed gun dealers, which applies across the U.S. We compare states with and without key 

gun laws using our data (8.1), look at what ATF’s own list of high-risk dealers tells us (8.2), and 

close with the data still needed to answer these questions (8.3). Our comparisons are 

descriptive: they show patterns, but they do not prove that any law causes them. U.S. 

territories are left out, since their legal systems are not directly comparable to the states’. 

What earlier research has found 

Researchers have used ATF trace data for more than two decades to ask whether state gun 

laws affect where crime guns come from. Their answer is consistent: guns tend to flow from 

states with weaker gun laws into states with stronger ones, and several specific laws are linked 

to fewer guns ending up in crime. 
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An early study of 25 cities found that in states with handgun licensing and registration, only 

about a third of crime guns (33.7 percent) had been sold in the same state. In states with 

neither, it was 84.2 percent.64 Economist Brian Knight later showed that crime guns move from 

weaker-law states to stronger-law states, mostly between neighbors, and that gun possession 

by criminals is higher in states that border weaker-law states.65 A study of all 50 states from 

2006 to 2016 found that waiting periods, permit-to-purchase rules, and two other laws were 

each linked to fewer crime guns coming from in-state dealers. Each additional law meant a drop 

of 1.6 percentage points.66 And a 2024 study by Columbia University researchers found that 

these flows follow major interstate highways, such as I-95, I-75, I-20, and I-10.67 

Gun dealers, and the rules they follow, matter too. A study of 54 cities found two to four times 

more in-state trafficking in states that did little to regulate and oversee gun sellers. Gary and 

Indianapolis, Indiana, and Phoenix and Tucson, Arizona, were among the cities with the most.68 

When Missouri repealed its permit-to-purchase law in 2007, gun homicides rose,69 and a later 

study found that more of the state's homicide guns had been bought in Missouri and recovered 

within a year of purchase.70 

The same patterns reach across the southern border. One estimate found that about 213,000 

guns a year were bought in the United States to be trafficked to Mexico between 2010 and 

2012, roughly 2.2 percent of all U.S. gun sales.71 When the federal assault weapons ban expired 

in 2004, homicides and gun seizures rose in Mexican towns near Texas, Arizona, and New 

Mexico, but not near California, which kept its own ban.72 Another study found that states that 

limit multiple sales, require background checks on private sales, prosecute straw buyers, or 

restrict assault weapons send fewer crime guns to Mexico, even after accounting for distance 

from the border.73 Most recently, researchers found that states with assault weapons bans are 

less likely to be the source of guns recovered in Mexico, especially guns recovered soon after 

purchase, even after accounting for other gun laws and factors.74 

How federal and Mexican policy changed, 2021–2026 

The years covered by our data, 2021 to 2026, brought their own changes in efforts against gun 

trafficking, on both sides of the border. In July 2021, the Department of Justice launched five 

regional firearms trafficking strike forces in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, the San Francisco 

Bay Area/Sacramento, and Washington, D.C., to disrupt the flow of illegally trafficked guns into 

those regions from source areas. In June 2022, Congress passed the Bipartisan Safer 

Communities Act, which created the first standalone federal statutes specifically targeting 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdny/pr/department-justice-announces-launch-firearms-trafficking-strike-forces-crack-down
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2938/text
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firearms trafficking and straw purchasing; by June 2023, DOJ had charged more than 100 

defendants under those provisions, and more than 500 by June 2024. 

DOJ’s Operation Southbound, which deployed nine interagency firearms trafficking task forces 

to eight Southwest border cities, reported that nearly 2,000 firearms were seized in the first 

half of fiscal year 2023 alone — a 66 percent increase over the same period a year earlier — 

while a parallel DHS effort, “Operation Without a Trace,” reported more than 700 arrests and 

more than 1,900 firearms seized since its start. The administration also expanded Mexican law 

enforcement’s direct access to ATF’s eTrace system, which by mid-2023 reached 18 Mexican 

states and Mexico’s federal Attorney General’s Office, and Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets 

Control sanctioned individuals identified as trafficking high-caliber weapons to Mexican criminal 

organizations. These seizures were nevertheless small compared with the scale of the trade: 

researchers estimate that about 135,000 firearms were trafficked from the United States to 

Mexico in 2022 alone. 

Federal oversight is shrinking 

Federal law sets a baseline for every state. Licensed dealers must run a background check on 

every sale, but private sellers are not required to. ATF licenses and inspects the country’s gun 

dealers, so its capacity to do that job matters for every trafficking route described in this report. 

But ATF’s capacity to oversee dealers is limited, and it is shrinking. In 2024, the agency had 857 

inspectors. By 2025, it was down to 722 inspectors for nearly 128,000 licensed dealers and 

other licensees. That year, it conducted about 8,500 inspections, enough to reach roughly one 

licensee in 15. In April 2025, the Justice Department ended ATF’s “zero tolerance” policy 

toward dealers with serious violations. 

Mexico Policy Actions 

Mexico pursued its own legal, enforcement, and diplomatic strategies. Its leadership has 

publicly and repeatedly called on the United States to take action to reduce the flow of illicit 

weapons and placed the issue on the bilateral agenda. In 2021, the Mexican government sued 

seven gun manufacturers, among them Smith & Wesson, Barrett, Colt, Glock and Ruger, in 

federal court in Massachusetts, arguing that their marketing and distribution practices 

knowingly fueled cartel access to weapons.75 The First Circuit allowed the case to proceed, but 

on June 5, 2025, a unanimous Supreme Court held that the Protection of Lawful Commerce in 

Arms Act barred the suit, concluding that Mexico had not plausibly alleged that the companies 

aided and abetted unlawful sales.76 

https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/06/14/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administrations-ongoing-efforts-to-stem-firearms-trafficking-to-mexico
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-secures-more-500-prosecutions-under-new-firearms-statutes-enacted
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/06/14/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administrations-ongoing-efforts-to-stem-firearms-trafficking-to-mexico
https://stories.theconversation.com/mexican-drug-cartels-use-hundreds-of-thousands-of-guns-bought-from-licensed-us-gun-shops-fueling-violence-in-mexico-drugs-in-the-u-s-and-migration-at-the-border/
https://www.atf.gov/resource-center/fact-sheet/fact-sheet-atf-staffing-and-budget
https://www.atf.gov/resource-center/fact-sheet/facts-and-figures-fiscal-year-2025
https://www.atf.gov/news/press-releases/doj-atf-repeal-ffl-inspection-policy-and-begin-review-two-final-rules
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/mexico-sues-u-s-gun-manufacturers-over-arms-trafficking-toll
https://www.scotusblog.com/2025/06/justices-reject-mexicos-suit-against-gun-manufacturers/
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A second suit, filed in 2022 in federal court in Tucson, targets five Arizona dealers: three in 

Tucson, one in Phoenix and one in Yuma.77 Mexico alleges that each ranked among the ten 

dealers with the most crime guns recovered in Mexico and traced to Arizona, citing repeated 

sales of military-style firearms to prolific straw purchasers, guns that were subsequently 

trafficked to Mexico. The cities named in the suit, Tucson, Phoenix and Yuma, are the same 

cities whose zip codes lead Mexico gun traces. This suit continues in federal court in Tucson. 

Mexico also asked the Inter-American Court of Human Rights for an advisory opinion on the 

human rights obligations surrounding the firearms industry; the opinion, issued in March 2026, 

found that states have a duty of due diligence to prevent illicit firearms trafficking, including by 

supervising gun manufacturers. 

8.1 Background checks, assault weapon bans, and waiting periods 

To see how our data compare with this research, we looked at three laws that recur in the 

studies reviewed earlier in this section. Each is counted if it covers handguns or all firearms (see 

Methods): 

● Universal background checks, which extend checks to private sales, whether at the point 

of sale or through a permit to purchase; 

● Statewide assault weapons bans; and 

● Waiting periods, including waits imposed through a permit-to-purchase process. 

We counted a law as in place only if it was in effect for most of the period we study, January 

2021 to May 2026, and based our coding on the RAND State Firearm Law Database.78 We focus 

on firearms recovered within a year of their first retail sale (short time-to-crime), for two 

reasons. Short time-to-crime is the strongest indicator of possible trafficking, and because these 

guns were sold shortly before they were recovered, we can be confident they were bought 

under the laws in force during our study period. A gun recovered three or more years after sale 

may have been bought under different rules; North Carolina, for example, repealed its handgun 

permit requirement in 2023, and Iowa repealed its permit to acquire in 2021. For each group of 

states, we added up every short-TTC traced gun first sold there, wherever it was later 

recovered, and divided by the group’s population.79 

The clearest pattern involves background checks on private sales. States that require neither a 

permit to purchase nor a background check at the point of sale have 216 traced guns per 

100,000 residents recovered within a year of purchase. States with point-of-sale checks only 

https://www.gob.mx/sre/prensa/the-government-of-mexico-files-a-second-lawsuit-to-combat-illicit-arms-trafficking
https://www.kawc.org/news/2025-06-06/mexico-pursues-lawsuit-against-spragues-sports-in-yuma-and-other-az-gun-dealers
https://www.icij.org/news/2026/03/human-rights-court-calls-on-governments-to-crack-down-on-weapons-trafficking/
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have 90, states with a permit requirement only have 70, and the five states with both 

(Connecticut, Illinois, Maryland, New Jersey, and New York) have 38, less than one-fifth the rate 

of states with neither (Figure 26).  

The gap is largest for guns that leave the state where they were sold. Short-TTC guns recovered 

in bordering states are about seven times as common from states with neither law as from 

states with both, and guns recovered in non-bordering states are about 11 times as common. 

Guns traced from states with either kind of check almost never turn up in Mexico within a year 

of sale: less than one per 100,000 residents, compared with four in states with neither. 

Figure 26. Short-TTC traced firearms per 100,000 residents, by state background check 
requirement for private sales, January 2021–May 2026 

 
Note: Short time-to-crime (TTC) = recovered within one year of first retail sale. Firearms are counted by the state 
where they were first sold, regardless of where they were recovered, and rates pool all firearms and residents in 
each group. Groups do not overlap: “Permit only” states require a permit to purchase (issued after a background 
check) for handguns or all firearms but no point-of-sale check on private sales; “Point of sale only” states require a 
background check at the time of private sales of handguns or all firearms but no permit; states with both (CT, IL, 
MD, NJ, NY) appear only in “Both.” Neither: 29 states; point of sale only: 11; permit only: 6; both: 5. A law counts as 
in place if it was in force for more than half of the period (see Methods). Bordering-state rates exclude Alaska and 
Hawaii, which have no neighboring states. 

These patterns are consistent with the research reviewed earlier. Permit-to-purchase 

requirements examined in previous studies are associated with fewer crime guns coming from 

in-state dealers and fewer guns moving quickly from sale to crime.80 Background checks on 

private sales were among the laws linked to fewer crime guns sent to Mexico.81 And the larger 
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gaps we find for guns recovered across state lines are consistent with the finding that crime 

guns flow from states with less restrictive laws to states with more restrictive ones.82 The 

difference between permit-only and point-of-sale-only states is small, and with only six and 

eleven states in those groups, we do not read it as evidence that one approach works better 

than the other. What stands out is that states with both requirements have the lowest rates, 

and states with neither have by far the highest. 

Figure 27. Traced firearms with short TTC per 100,000 residents, by whether the state has an 
assault weapons ban, January 2021–May 2026 

 

Note: Short time-to-crime (TTC) = recovered within one year of first retail sale. Firearms are counted by the state 
where they were first sold, wherever they were recovered, and rates pool all firearms and residents in each group. 
Statewide ban (11 jurisdictions): California, Connecticut, Delaware, D.C., Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
New Jersey, New York, and Washington. A ban counts if it covers assault pistols or assault rifles; Hawaii’s covers 
assault pistols only. Delaware, Illinois, and Washington adopted their bans in 2022–2023 and are counted because 
the bans were in force for more than half the period (see Methods). Colorado is counted as having no ban, because 
only Denver has a local ban. Bordering-state rates exclude Alaska and Hawaii, which have no neighboring states. 
Sources: ATF trace data by source zip code (Stop US Arms to Mexico, via FOIA); RAND State Firearm Law Database; 
U.S. Census Bureau population estimates. 

The gap in crime gun traces is similar for states with assault weapons bans. States without a 

statewide ban have 195 traced guns per 100,000 residents recovered within a year of purchase, 

compared with 38 in the 11 jurisdictions with a ban, a ratio of about five to one (Figure 27). As 

with background checks, the gap grows for guns that cross state lines: about eight to one for 

guns recovered in bordering states and nine to one for guns recovered in non-bordering states. 

Short-TTC guns traced to Mexico come almost entirely from states without a ban: 3.2 per 

100,000 residents, compared with 0.1 in states with one. States with assault weapons bans are 
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home to about a third of U.S. residents but supplied just 1.5 percent of the short-TTC guns 

recovered in Mexico since 2021 (107 of 7,357). 

California shows the pattern most clearly. It is the third-largest source of guns recovered in 

Mexico overall, supplying 11 percent of those recovered three or more years after sale, but just 

1 percent of those recovered within three years (82 of 7,357 short-TTC guns and 113 of 9,966 

mid-TTC guns). This is consistent with research finding that the link between assault weapons 

bans and fewer guns trafficked to Mexico is strongest for guns recovered soon after purchase.83 

California’s older guns in Mexico may reflect theft, resale, or years of movement after a lawful 

sale, rather than guns bought to be trafficked. California also has several other laws that may 

contribute, including background checks on private sales and a waiting period. 

These findings match the earlier research on assault weapons and Mexico reviewed at the start 

of this section. Our data show the same pattern for guns recovered within a year of sale, both 

across the border and within the United States.84 States that restrict assault weapons send 

fewer crime guns to Mexico, even after accounting for distance from the border, and states 

with assault weapons bans are less likely to be the source of guns recovered in Mexico, 

especially guns recovered soon after purchase. Our data show the same pattern for guns 

recovered within a year of sale, both across the border and within the United States.  

Waiting periods show the same pattern. States without a waiting period have 199 traced guns 

per 100,000 residents recovered within a year of purchase, compared with 62 in the 14 

jurisdictions with one, a ratio of about three to one (Figure 28). The gap is widest for guns that 

cross state lines: about nine to one for guns recovered in bordering states and four to one for 

guns recovered in non-bordering states. And states with a waiting period are home to about 40 

percent of U.S. residents but supplied just 2 percent of the short-TTC guns recovered in Mexico 

(158 of 7,357). 

These results add to the evidence that waiting periods make a difference. The 50-state study 

referenced earlier found that waiting periods were among the laws linked to fewer crime guns 

coming from in-state dealers,85 and our data point the same way for guns that moved into 

crime within a year of sale. The mechanism is straightforward. A waiting period puts time 

between the decision to buy a gun and the moment the buyer walks out with it, which deters 

impulsive purchases and makes it harder for traffickers and straw buyers to acquire guns 

quickly and in volume. In five states (Connecticut, Michigan, Nebraska, New Jersey, and New 

York), that wait comes through the permit process, a reminder that these laws often come as a 

package. That raises the question we turn to next: whether states with more of these laws see 

fewer guns move quickly into crime. 
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Figure 28. Traced firearms with short TTC per 100,000 residents, by whether the state has a 

waiting period, January 2021–May 2026 

 

Note: Short time-to-crime (TTC) = recovered within one year of retail sale. Firearms are counted by the state where 

they were first sold, wherever they were recovered, and rates pool all firearms and residents in each group. Waiting 

period (14 jurisdictions): California, Connecticut, D.C., Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, 

Nebraska, New Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, and Vermont. A waiting period counts if it covers handguns or all 

firearms, including waiting periods built into a permit-to-purchase system. Vermont’s (2023) is counted because it 

was in force for more than half the period; Colorado’s (2023), Washington’s (2024), Maine’s (2024), and New 

Mexico’s (2024) are not (see Methods). Bordering-state rates exclude Alaska and Hawaii, which have no 

neighboring states. Sources: ATF trace data by source zip code (Stop US Arms to Mexico, via FOIA); RAND State 

Firearm Law Database; U.S. Census Bureau population estimates. 

Taken together, the three laws show a clear gradient (Figure 29). States with none of them have 

228 traced guns per 100,000 residents recovered within a year of purchase. The rate falls to 148 

in states with one of the laws, 72 in states with two, and 37 in the eight jurisdictions with all 

three, about one-sixth the rate of states with none of these laws. The gradient is steepest for 

guns that cross state lines: guns recovered in bordering states are about 12 times as common 

from states with none of the laws as from states with all three, and guns recovered in non-

bordering states about 15 times as common. The 28 states with none of the three laws are 

home to 44 percent of U.S. residents but supplied 94 percent of the short-TTC guns recovered 

in Mexico. 
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Figure 29. Traced firearms with short TTC per 100,000 residents, by number of laws in place 
(background checks, assault weapons ban, waiting period), January 2021–May 2026 

 
Note: Short time-to-crime (TTC) = recovered within one year of first retail sale. Firearms are counted by the state 
where they were first sold, wherever they were recovered, and rates pool all firearms and residents in each group. 
Laws counted: background checks on private sales (permit to purchase or point-of-sale check), a statewide assault 
weapons ban, and a waiting period, each counted if it covers handguns or all firearms and was in force for more 
than half the period (see Methods). All three (8): CA, CT, DC, HI, IL, MD, NJ, NY. Two (8): DE, MA, MI, MN, NE, RI, VT, 
WA. One (7): CO, FL, NM, NV, OR, PA, VA. None: the other 28 states. Bordering-state rates exclude Alaska and 
Hawaii, which have no neighboring states. 

There is good reason to think laws like these work best together. Each one covers a different 

step between a legal sale and a crime: background checks screen buyers, including in private 

sales; waiting periods slow purchases down; and assault weapons bans limit which guns can be 

sold at all. A state with only one of these laws leaves the other paths open. A buyer stopped by 

one rule may find a way around it, or simply cross into a neighboring state, which is exactly the 

movement of firearms that our data capture. The background check comparison points the 

same way: states that require both a permit and a point-of-sale check have the lowest rates of 

any group. Earlier research found that each additional law is linked to fewer crime guns coming 

from in-state dealers,86 and our data show the same step-by-step decline for guns that moved 

quickly from a retail counter into crime. 
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8.2 Federal oversight of dealers: ATF's Demand 2 program 

What is the Demand 2 program? 

ATF has long kept track of the dealers whose guns most often turn up quickly in crimes. Under 

its Demand 2 program, any retail dealer or pawnbroker with 25 or more guns traced in crimes 

within three years of sale, in a single calendar year, received a letter adding new reporting 

requirements. The main one: after an initial report, these dealers had to report every three 

months each used gun they acquired from someone who was not a licensed dealer, including its 

serial number, until ATF told them to stop.87 The rationale is that a normal trace only leads back 

to the dealer who first sold a gun. With these reports, ATF could also trace used guns to the 

dealers who later acquired and resold them. Being in the program did not mean a dealer had 

broken the law. It meant that many of the dealer’s guns had later been traced to crimes, which 

can reflect high sales, poor sales practices, or both. 

Through the Freedom of Information Act, Brady United Against Gun Violence obtained the 

letters sent from 2022 to 2024, plus an incomplete list for 2021, covering 1,724 dealers. We 

matched these dealers to the zip codes in our data. All figures below refer to guns recovered 

within a year of their sale (short time-to-crime), the clearest sign that a gun moved quickly from 

a store into crime. 

The program pointed ATF at the right places. From 2021 to 2024, the 1,426 zip codes with at 

least one Demand 2 dealer made up about 7 percent of zip codes where traced guns were sold, 

yet they supplied two-thirds of the guns recovered within a year in the state of sale, 61 percent 

of those recovered in other states, and 58 percent of those recovered in Mexico.88  

The list was also a reliable guide from one year to the next: in each year from 2022 to 2024, zip 

codes with a dealer on that year’s list, about 5 to 6 percent of the total, supplied roughly half of 

the short-TTC guns in every destination. And about seven in ten of these zip codes were in 

states that require neither a permit to purchase nor point-of-sale background checks on private 

sales.89 

Figure 30 shows the three years combined: zip codes with a Demand 2 dealer made up 6 

percent of zip codes, but accounted for 49 to 57 percent of short-TTC guns, depending on 

where they were recovered. The pattern held every year: in 2022, 2023, and 2024, zip codes 

with a dealer in the program that year made up only 5 to 6 percent of all zip codes, yet they 

accounted for more than half of the short-TTC guns traced within the state of sale and in 

bordering states, and about half of those traced in non-bordering states and in Mexico. The list 

was therefore a consistent guide to where short-TTC crime guns came from. Most dealers also 

stayed on the list from one year to the next: 837 dealers were in the program in all three years, 

and 72 percent of those in it in 2024 had also been in it in 2022. 

https://regulations.justia.com/regulations/fedreg/2024/09/16/2024-20976.html
https://www.atf.gov/file/196131/download
https://files.giffords.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Expand-ATF's-use-of-%22demand-letters%22-to-obtain-crucial-data-about-illegal-gun-trafficking.pdf
https://www.bradyunited.org/resources/research/suppliers-americas-gun-violence-epidemic
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Figure 30. Share of zip codes and of traced firearms with short TTC, by recovery destination 
and whether the zip code had a Demand 2 dealer that year, 2022-2024  

 
Note: Bars combine 2022–2024. “Demand 2 zip codes” are zip codes with at least one dealer in ATF’s Demand 2 
program in a given year, compared with all 19,169 zip codes with at least one traced firearm. The top bar shows 
their share of zip codes; the lower bars show their share of firearms recovered within one year of retail sale (short 
time-to-crime), by where the firearms were recovered. Non-bordering states include U.S. territories.  

Measuring effects of the program 

Our data does not identify firearms traces for individual dealers, and so cannot measure 

changes in crime gun outcomes for specific dealers after they received Demand 2 letters. Most 

zip codes have several dealers, so these figures describe the places where Demand 2 dealers 

were located, not the dealers themselves. Other factors besides Demand 2 letters may also 

have influenced any changes in the number of crime gun traces in a zip code. 

In the United States as a whole, the observable effects of the program were negligible. In zip 

codes with a Demand 2 dealer, quickly recovered crime guns fell after the letters went out, but 

generally no faster than in similar zip codes outside the program.90 The number of short-TTC 

firearms traced to purchases from all dealers declined between 2021 and 2025 by 42 percent, 

while the same number for zip codes with Demand 2 dealers fell by 45 percent.91 On the other 

hand, short-TTC Mexico traces as a whole more than doubled during this period, while such gun 

traces from zip codes with Demand 2 dealers grew by 95 percent. 

However, the changes in these short time-to-crime traces were not uniform across zip codes. 

Dealers in Jonesboro, Georgia, for example, were the source of the largest number of short-TTC 

guns of any zip code in 2021, and received multiple Demand 2 letters in 2021–2024. By 2025, 

there were fewer than one-sixth as many short-TTC gun traces to Jonesboro as in 2021. In one 
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zip code in the north of Phoenix (85027), where one of the more than 40 dealers received a 

Demand 2 letter for four years, short-TTC traces overall fell by 58 percent, from 144 to 60, while 

on the other side of the city, in zip code 85041, where no dealer was in the Demand 2 program, 

short-TTC traces grew in 2025 to 29 times what they were in 2021 (from 6 to 176). 

And while short-TTC Mexico gun traces grew dramatically overall from 2021 to 2025, such 

traces declined between 32 and 89 percent in the eight zip codes with Demand 2 dealers 

among the 11 largest sources of such traces in 2021, all in Arizona and Texas: in Tucson (three 

zip codes); Yuma; San Antonio; Pharr, TX; Mesa, AZ; and El Paso. The other three zip codes 

among the 11, none with a Demand 2 dealer, declined as well, and the numbers involved are 

small, so these declines cannot be attributed to the program. 

The program itself could have increased the number of traced guns for some Demand 2 letter 

dealers: because these dealers reported used guns they bought (unlike other dealers), more of 

those guns could be traced back to them.92  

A program on pause 

ATF reportedly paused the program in 2025, before that year’s letters were sent. Since June 

2025, no dealer has had to file Demand 2 reports.93 Robert Cekada, now ATF’s director, told 

Congress the pause would let the agency evaluate the program’s effectiveness, but ATF has not 

said what data or method it would use, and no evaluation has been made public. 

What our data do show is that the program was pointed in the right direction: year after year, it 

identified the small number of places supplying roughly half or more of the guns quickly 

diverted to crime, including guns trafficked across state lines and into Mexico. 

Better data availability: Any assessment of the effects of specific laws and of the Demand 2 

letter program on firearms trafficking is limited without dealer-specific data. ATF publishes 

trace data only in aggregate, mostly as state totals, and since 2003 a set of federal budget 

provisions known as the Tiahrt Amendments has limited the release of dealer-specific trace 

records.94  

Regularly releasing trace data by zip code and time-to-crime, publishing the results of dealer 

inspections, and releasing the data collected under the Demand 2 program, along with any 

evaluation of it, would let researchers, policymakers, and the public see which policies reduce 

the flow of guns into crime, both in the United States and across the border into Mexico. 

Meanwhile, we encourage researchers to dig further into these datasets to understand how 

Demand 2 letters may affect traces. 

https://www.bradyunited.org/resources/research/suppliers-americas-gun-violence-epidemic
https://npr.org/2026/06/04/nx-s1-5846418/brady-sue-atf
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9. Future Directions for Research 

Stop US Arms to Mexico is making this dataset publicly available so that researchers and 
scholars can use it to inform policy and practice and, ultimately, to reduce the flow of firearms 
from legal sales to crime. This report offers a first look at what zip-code-level and other detailed 
firearms trace data can show about where crime guns are sold, where they are recovered, what 
kinds of guns are trafficked over the border, and how all of this is changing over time. Much 
more can be done with these data. Because each traced firearm is tied to the zip code where it 
was first sold, the dataset can be linked to local information on licensed dealers, population, 
income, poverty, urban or rural setting, and highway access, and it can follow changes from 
year to year and by time-to-crime. For example, lists of licensed gun dealers in each zip code, 
which are published regularly by the ATF, can be used to examine firearms traced to purchases 
in specific zip codes. 

Another research path would examine the relationship between crime gun traces and the 
monthly number of firearms sales background checks by state. An inquiry could examine how 
the mix of license types in each zip code (retail dealers, pawnbrokers, and manufacturers) 
relates to changes in firearms traced to that zip code. Public records of prosecutions for straw 
purchases and firearms trafficking offer an opportunity to assess what impacts such 
prosecutions have had on firearms traces in the zip codes where those illegal transactions 
occurred. One could also use the data to measure what effects, if any, Mexico’s litigation 
against gun manufacturers had on trafficking of weapons produced by those companies. 

Another line of inquiry concerns U.S. territories. Trace data indicate that 4,898 firearms 
recovered in Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, and the Northern Mariana Islands were 
traced to U.S. states, more than half of them to Florida. Firearms flowing to and from the 
territories have received little attention, and the dataset allows a closer look at which source 
zip codes supply them and how quickly those firearms are recovered after sale. 

A further line of inquiry would follow U.S. firearms to other countries. Firearms sold in the 
United States are also recovered in crimes in Canada and across the Caribbean. Trace data on 
those recoveries would allow the same analysis of where those firearms are first sold.95 Other 
questions can build on the existing data, such as whether zip codes with more reported gun 
thefts also supply more trafficked firearms, or how dealer density and local demographics 
relate to short time-to-crime traces. 

Separate from this report, we are conducting a policy analysis of how changes in state law 
affect firearms trafficking. Two recent changes offer natural test cases. In April 2023, 
Washington State banned the sale of assault weapons, and in March 2023, North Carolina 
repealed its pistol purchase permit requirement. Comparing trace patterns in zip codes in these 
states before and after each change, and against zip codes elsewhere, can show whether the 
laws changed how often firearms sold there are recovered in crimes, both in the state and 
beyond its borders. 

https://www.atf.gov/firearms/tools-and-services-firearms-industry/federal-firearms-listings
https://www.fbi.gov/file-repository/cjis/nics_firearm_checks_-_month_year_by_state.pdf/view
https://www.jurist.org/news/2023/04/washington-state-governor-signs-bill-banning-sale-of-assault-weapons/
https://www.wbtv.com/2023/03/29/nc-legislature-overrides-gov-coopers-veto-repealing-pistol-purchase-permits
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10. Conclusions 

Detailed trace data changes what can be seen about gun trafficking. State totals have long 

shown that guns flow from states with weak laws to states with strong ones. The data analyzed 

here shows which communities they leave from, where they end up, and how quickly they get 

there. Three themes run through the findings. 

First, firearms sales that flow into trafficking are concentrated enough to target through 

regulation, enforcement and social norms. Gun trafficking runs through specific places. Now 

that those places can be named, they can be acted on. The same suburban retail markets 

appear again and again, across every time-to-crime and every destination: metro Atlanta, 

Glendale and Phoenix, Lake County, Indiana, North Las Vegas, and the Mississippi suburbs of 

Memphis. Several of them host dealers that ATF itself flagged for supplying guns recovered in 

crimes soon after sale. Along the Arizona–California border, where we compared federal 

inspection records, inspections of Arizona dealers cited nearly twice as many violations per 

dealer as inspections of California dealers. Dealer oversight and straw-purchasing enforcement 

can be focused on the areas where data points to trafficking hot spots. 

Second, firearms trafficking over the U.S. border with Mexico is getting worse. In the United 

States, crime guns recovered soon after sale are becoming less common. But in Mexico they are 

becoming more common, driven above all by a single retail market in metro Phoenix, which 

accounts for nearly all of the increase. Arizona-purchased guns reach from communities in 

northern Sonora on the Arizona border to Chiapas on the Guatemalan border. Sales decisions 

made in U.S. gun stores are shaping violence far beyond U.S. borders. 

Third, today’s choices will have effects that last for years. More than half of the traced guns 

were sold at least three years before they were recovered, and that number is growing, from 

about 182,000 in 2021 to about 264,000 in 2025. Guns diverted now will keep turning up at 

crime scenes, in the United States and in Mexico, long after they leave the counter. 

In 2025, the Supreme Court unanimously held that the Protection of Lawful Commerce in Arms 

Act (PLCAA) barred Mexico’s lawsuit against U.S. gun manufacturers. The ruling sharply limits 

the ability to hold the gun industry accountable through the courts. With that route closed, 

change depends on legislation, regulation, enforcement, and public pressure on the retail end 

of the market that this report documents. 

A next phase of research will test whether specific state laws, prosecutions and policies cause 

these patterns. Making this dataset public makes it possible to see how firearms are moving out 

of our communities at a local and regional level. The information provides an opportunity to 

promote dialogue about the causes of gun trafficking, and to engage our neighbors, elected 

officials, local businesses, and advocates on what can be done. Stop US Arms to Mexico invites 

researchers, journalists and policymakers to take up those questions, too, and act on them. 
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11. Recommendations 

To the U.S. Congress: 

1. Reintroduce and approve legislation to prohibit the sale to civilians of .50 caliber rifles, 

known as the Stop Arming Cartels Act, H.R. 923 and S. 367. 

2. Reintroduce and approve legislation to universally require background checks for the 

purchase of firearms in all states, H.R. 18 and S. 3214. 

3. Reintroduce and approve legislation to prohibit the sale to civilians of assault weapons 

and high-capacity magazines, H.R. 3115 and S. 1531. 

4. Reintroduce and approve the Americas Regional Monitoring of Arms Sales (ARMAS) 

Act, H.R. 6736 and S. 3508. 

5. Reintroduce and advance bills to repeal the Tiahrt amendments, H.R. 4223 and S. 4776, 

to facilitate publication of the type of data in this report. 

To the federal executive branch:  

1. Speak publicly about the role of firearms in the violent operations of criminal 

organizations that have been designated as Foreign Terrorist Organizations. 

2. Actively support Congressional passage of legislation to prohibit .50 caliber rifles and 

assault weapons and high-capacity magazines, and enact universal background checks. 

3. Provide greater funding and authority to the ATF to: 

a) Carry out inspections of gun dealers with large or new instances of crime gun 

traces, and regularly monitor gun shows where straw sales may be occurring.  

b) Provide greater incentives for ATF agents to conduct investigations of illicit 

conduct by licensed gun dealers. 

c) Focus on firearms regulation and enforcement, rather than immigration. 

d) Affirm the 2024 ATF guidance to prevent the use of Foreign Trade Zones and 

Customs Bond Warehouses as sites for reconfiguring prohibited firearms. 

e) Resume and build on the Demand 2 Letter program notifying dealers of large 

numbers of firearms trafficked from their sales. 

To state governments: 

States can act where Congress has not. Specifically, we urge state governments to: 

1. Collect and publish crime gun trace data by dealer location, so that each state can see its 

own hot spots. 

2. Require background checks on all firearm sales, through point-of-sale checks or a 

permit-to-purchase system. 

3. Prohibit the sale of assault weapons and high-capacity magazines. 

4. Establish waiting periods between purchase and transfer. 
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5. Strengthen state laws against straw purchasing and firearms trafficking, and fund state 

and local enforcement focused on the dealers and zip codes this report identifies. 

To the government of Mexico: 

Use this data and persist in litigation against gun dealers in the United States where there is 

evidence of facilitating trafficking or gross negligence in supplying the flow of firearms used in 

violence in Mexico.  

To the gun violence prevention community: 

Treat the U.S. gun market as a whole, and as an international problem. The same suburban 

retail markets supply crime guns to neighboring states, to distant cities, and to Mexico. 

Domestic and cross-border trafficking are one problem, not separate ones. Paths for this 

include: 

1. Make measures to ban the circulation among civilians of assault weapons and .50-

caliber rifles a shared priority. These are the weapons criminal organizations in Mexico 

seek most, and assault weapons are most often used in mass shootings in the United 

States. This is all the more critical as the U.S. Supreme Court weighs state and local 

assault weapons bans in 2027.  

2. Just as gun violence prevention within the United States encompasses research, 

narratives, and advocacy on domestic violence, police accountability, mental health, and 

other issues, it should also address the ways that U.S.-sourced guns leaving the United 

States drive narcotics trafficking, forced displacement and migration, economic harms, 

human rights abuses, and other ills that we have a profound stake in curing. 

To U.S. community advocates, U.S. local elected officials and law enforcement, Mexican 

government authorities, and journalists: 

Use localized data on crime gun traces originating from gun dealers to ask questions, 

encourage dialogue, inform community members, and suggest solutions that stem the use of 

firearms in violence at home and beyond. In the zip codes identified in this report, that can 

include working with local dealers on stronger sales protocols, such as declining sales with signs 

of straw purchasing, training staff, and securing inventory, and asking local officials and law 

enforcement how they are responding to the trace patterns in their communities. 
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12. Methods 

Data source. This report is based on firearm trace data that Stop US Arms to Mexico obtained 

from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) through Freedom of 

Information Act (FOIA) requests. The data cover firearms recovered in the United States and 

Mexico between January 1, 2021 and May 6, 2026 and traced to a licensed U.S. dealer. They are 

aggregated by the zip code of the Federal Firearms Licensee (FFL) that made the first retail sale, 

the state or country of recovery, the year of recovery, and time-to-crime. A trace identifies only 

that first retail sale; it does not show later private transfers, thefts, or other changes of 

possession. Data for 2026 cover January 1 through May 6 only. Data files released by ATF can 

be accessed at stopusarmstomexico.org/datasets 

Scope. These data include only firearms that were recovered, submitted to ATF for tracing, and 

successfully traced to a purchase. They are not the full universe of recovered firearms, much 

less of trafficked firearms. Many recovered firearms are never submitted for tracing, and 

submission practices vary across law enforcement agencies and between the United States and 

Mexico. Many submitted firearms cannot be traced, because of obliterated serial numbers, 

incomplete or incorrect information in the trace request, missing dealer records, or firearms 

too old to trace. A trace is not evidence that the dealer or purchaser acted unlawfully. 

Destinations. Throughout the report, we classify each traced firearm by where it was recovered 

relative to the state where it was first sold. The four destinations are: 

● Within state: recovered in the state where the firearm was sold. 

● Bordering state: recovered in a state that shares a land border with the state of sale. 

● Non-bordering state: recovered in any other state, the District of Columbia, or a U.S. 

territory. 

● Mexico: recovered in Mexico. 

The complete data obtained from ATF breaks down traces by each specific state where firearms 

originating were recovered (by zip code of purchase). Alaska and Hawaii have no bordering 

states. The District of Columbia borders Maryland and Virginia. 

U.S. territories and invalid zip codes. We excluded firearms traced to dealers in U.S. territories 

(Puerto Rico, Guam, the U.S. Virgin Islands) from our analysis. Firearms recovered in these 

territories and traced to dealers in the 50 states and the District of Columbia are included and 

counted as recovered in non-bordering states. We also exclude two traces to invalid zip codes. 

Time-to-crime. Time-to-crime (TTC) is the time between a firearm’s first retail sale and its 

recovery by law enforcement. ATF provided five TTC categories, which we combined into three: 

https://stopusarmstomexico.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/11/US-traces-x-FFL-zip-TTC-state-of-recovery-2021-May2026.xlsx
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● Short TTC: under one year (under 90 days; 90 days to under 180 days; 180 days to under 

one year). 

● Mid TTC: one year to under three years. 

● Long TTC: three years or more. 

A short TTC is the strongest single indicator of possible trafficking.  

Missing recovery location. A total of 989 traces had no recorded recovery location. They are 

included in overall totals and in the time-to-crime breakdown (Figure 1). They are excluded 

from all analyses by destination and from the state law comparisons. Including them, the 

dataset contains 2,214,914 traces; excluding them, 2,213,925. As a check, we reran the state 

law comparisons for all destinations combined with the 306 short-TTC traces that have no 

recovery location. No rate changed by more than 0.2 traces per 100,000 residents, and no 

result changed. 

Mexico trace data. Traces of firearms recovered in Mexico came from two ATF extracts with 

overlapping coverage of 2024. We use the older extract for 2021–2023 and the newer extract 

for January 2024 through May 6, 2026, so that 2024 is not counted twice. The older extract 

appears not to include traces to zip codes with only one FFL; the newer extract appears to 

include them. Comparing the older extract with ATF state-level data for the same years, we 

estimate that 1,138 traces are missing (397 in 2021, 372 in 2022, and 369 in 2023): 4.4 percent 

of Mexico traces in 2021–2023 and about 2 percent of all Mexico traces in the study period. 

Most are mid- or long-TTC traces; about 60 are short TTC. These traces are handled as follows: 

● When we describe the change in Mexico recoveries over time (for example, the 85 

percent increase from 2021 to 2025), we use the state-level totals that ATF provided to 

us, which appear to include traces to single-FFL zip codes. 

● Totals for the full study period and all figures by zip code, county, or state use the zip-

code data and do not include these traces, because they cannot be assigned to a zip 

code. Zip-code-level Mexico counts for 2021–2023 are therefore slightly understated. 

Including these traces would not change any destination share reported at one decimal 

place. 

● Comparisons between 2021–2022 and 2024–2025 (Section 6.1 and Figure 9) are 

restricted to zip codes with two or more dealers in both 2021 and 2022, so that both 

periods are measured the same way. The results hold when the comparison is restricted 

to zip codes with two or more dealers in all four years, when each period uses its own 

dealer counts, and when no restriction is applied. 

Comparison with ATF published data. ATF produces annual tables in its published trace data a 

few months after the calendar year ends. ATF updates its data as additional traces occur. Our 

extract was produced later and includes traces completed after ATF published its reports. We 

compared our counts with ATF’s published annual tables of firearms recovered in the United 
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States and traced to each source state. Our counts were 6.4 percent higher than ATF’s for 2021, 

and the difference narrowed each year, to 0.5 percent lower for 2025.  

Data accuracy and revisions. ATF trace data are not fixed. Counts change as pending traces are 

completed, records are corrected, and data are re-queried, so figures for the same period can 

differ between extracts and between our data and ATF’s published tables. Extracts can also 

follow different disclosure rules, as with the apparent omission of single-dealer zip codes from 

the 2021–2023 Mexico data. Supplementary data, such as counts of licensed dealers by zip 

code, have similar gaps. Our results reflect the data as provided at the time of extraction; small 

differences from other published figures are expected and do not change our findings. 

Zip code rankings and hotspots. For each destination, we ranked zip codes by number of traces 

and computed each zip code’s percentile among zip codes with at least one trace to that 

destination. Hotspots are zip codes in the top 20 percent in all four destinations (456 zip codes). 

We also identify zip codes in the top 10 percent in all four destinations (120 zip codes). 

Urbanicity. We classified zip codes as rural, suburban, or urban by household density 

(households per square mile), using the thresholds developed by Jed Kolko (FiveThirtyEight, 

2015): under 102 households per square mile is rural, 102 to 2,213 is suburban, and more than 

2,213 is urban. Household counts come from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2020–2024 American 

Community Survey 5-year estimates, and land area from the Census Bureau’s 2024 ZIP Code 

Tabulation Area Gazetteer file. For 396 zip codes without usable Census household data, we 

used the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 2020 Rural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA) codes 

instead (codes 1–3 urban, 4–6 suburban, 7–10 rural). We could not classify 213 zip codes. 

Maps. Place names. Zip codes are identified by their U.S. Postal Service mailing name (the 

default city name for the zip code) and assigned to the county containing most of the zip code. 

Because zip codes do not follow city or county boundaries, a mailing name may include areas 

outside the named city, and county totals assign all firearms from a zip code to a single county. 

Border counties are those whose Census boundaries touch the neighboring state. 

State firearm laws. We coded three laws for each state: a background check requirement (at 

the point of sale, through a permit to purchase, or both), a waiting period, and an assault 

weapons ban. Our coding followed these rules: 

● Sources: the RAND State Firearm Law Database was the primary source, cross-checked 

against Giffords Law Center and Everytown for Gun Safety, with effective dates verified 

against statutes and news reports. 

● Coverage: a law counts if it covers handguns or all firearms. 

● Timing: a law counts only if it was in effect for more than half of the study period 

(January 1, 2021 to May 6, 2026). 
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● Permit waits: states whose permit-to-purchase process imposes a waiting period are 

coded as having a waiting period. 

● Departures from RAND: where state law or effective dates warranted. 

To match the timing of the laws to the timing of sales, the law analysis uses short-TTC traces 

only; firearms with longer TTCs may have been sold before a law took effect. Rates are traces 

per 100,000 residents. Population is the average of the April 1, 2020 estimates base and July 1, 

2025 estimate of the U.S. Census Bureau. For rates of firearms recovered in bordering states, 

Alaska and Hawaii are excluded from the denominator. These are descriptive comparisons, not 

causal estimates. 

Demand 2. Data identifying dealers in ATF’s Demand 2 program by year (2021–2024; the 2021 

list is not complete) come from Brady United Against Gun Violence’s Gun Store Transparency 

project (Demand 2 Letter Sheet, public version updated with March 2026 data). We matched 

program dealers to trace data by the zip codes of dealer physical premises. Inclusion in Demand 

2 reflects the number of a dealer’s guns traced in crimes, not a finding of wrongdoing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/data/tables.html
https://gunstoretransparency.org/
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ATF trace data can be consulted on the Data page of Stop US Arms to Mexico: 

www.stopusarmstomexico.org/datasets 

Previous reports, based on ATF trace data for firearms trafficked to Mexico and other countries, 

are at: stopusarmstomexico.org/iron-river 

Interactive maps using zip code-level trace data can be accessed at:  

https://stopusarmstomexico.org/map-gun-traces-2021-2026/ 

Stop US Arms to Mexico is a project of Global Exchange. 
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