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GUN TRAFFICKING & CRIME GUNS IN KENTUCKY

Gun trafficking is arming lethal violence around the country. Every year, hundreds of thousands
of guns are illegally channeled into communities across the country, where they are used in
shootings and other violent crimes that terrorize neighborhoods. Gun trafficking is not just a
problem of the individuals who move guns from legal commerce to illegal use. It is also a
problem of the gun dealers who supply these guns through their own negligence or complicity.
State leaders can take action to combat gun trafficking.

GUN TRAFFICKING IS A SERIOUS PROBLEM IN KENTUCKY

Kentucky is facing a crime gun crisis—and the evidence points squarely at the commonwealth’s
own federally licensed gun dealers (also known as Federal Firearms Licensees or FFLs). In
2023, law enforcement recovered and traced 9,337 guns in connection with crimes in Kentucky.
More than a quarter of all Kentucky crime guns were recovered in Louisville and Lexington."

Many of these guns show signs of having been illegally trafficked. Approximately 45 percent of
all crime guns recovered in Kentucky in 2023 were purchased less than three years before their
recovery by law enforcement>—a key red flag for illegal trafficking.?

Time-to-Crime (TTC) Number of Traces* Percentage of Traces®
Less Than 1 Year 1,315 18%
1 Year to Under 3 Years 1,962 27%
3 or More Years 4,050 55%

Between 2017 and 2021, only 11 percent of crime guns recovered in Kentucky were recovered
in the possession of the original purchaser,® another significant indication of firearm trafficking.”
Using data from ATF, it is estimated that 2,920 crime guns recovered in Kentucky in 2023 were
likely illegally trafficked by individuals who purchased them from FFLs.?

KENTUCKY GUN DEALERS SUPPLY THE MAJORITY OF CRIME GUNS IN THE
COMMONWEALTH

While gun trafficking is often thought of as an issue of guns crossing state or national borders, in
reality, trafficking often involves moving guns short distances within a state. In 2023, Kentucky
gun dealers supplied 75 percent of all crime guns recovered and successfully traced in the
commonwealth.®

1 everytownresearch.org




State Where Gun Number of Crime Guns Traced Percentage of Total Crime Gun

Originated'® from Origin State Traces
Kentucky 5,503 75%
Ohio 346 5%
Indiana 335 5%
Tennessee 262 4%
Florida 89 1%

Trafficked guns in Kentucky often don’t travel far: between 2017 and 2021, 59 percent of all
crime guns were recovered in the commonwealth within 25 miles of the dealer they were
purchased from." The FFLs located in and near cities with a high number of crime gun
recoveries are, therefore, the likely source of crime guns in those areas.

The top three methods of firearm trafficking in Kentucky directly implicate gun dealers. An
analysis of ATF trafficking investigations conducted in the ATF Louisville Field Division (which
covers Kentucky and West Virginia) between 2017 and 2021 revealed that the top three
methods of trafficking were unlicensed dealing, straw purchasing, and theft from an FFL."

Method of Trafficking Number of Cases |
Unlicensed Dealing 88
Straw Purchasing 60
Stolen from an FFL 43
Stolen from a Private Party 30

As of September 2025, there are 1,441 active licensed gun dealers in Kentucky;13 however,
ATF research finds that just 15 percent of retail dealers, 38 percent of pawnbrokers, and about
17 percent of manufacturers account for over 90 percent of all firearm sales.™ Applying this data
to Kentucky, there are likely closer to 277 FFLs actively selling firearms,'® providing a more
manageable number for oversight.

GUN TRAFFICKING FUELS COMMUNITY VIOLENCE

Trafficking is a primary way that individuals who are not legally allowed to buy or possess guns
obtain them. According to ATF research, nearly 88 percent of recipients of trafficked guns
nationally were prohibited from buying guns because of prior criminal convictions or other
prohibitors.'® Trafficked guns are destined for use in violent crime. Nationally, nearly 28 percent
of trafficking investigations involve firearms that were used in furtherance of a drug offense or
drug trafficking, 19 percent were used in aggravated assaults, 11 percent were used in
homicides, and 9 percent were used in attempted homicides."”
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Trafficked guns are frequently used in shootings. Nationally, 15 percent of trafficking
investigations involve guns that were linked to at least one shooting.' Use in shootings is even
higher when looking at specific trafficking methods: nearly 24 percent of straw purchasing
trafficking cases and 16 percent of unlicensed dealing trafficking cases were linked to at least
one shooting."

In Kentucky, data shows that trafficked pistols move very quickly from the inventory of a gun
dealer to use in a shooting. An analysis of data from recovered pistols shows a median time-to-
first-shooting of just 2.1 years, indicating that these guns were likely trafficked specifically for
use in violent crime.?

*hkkkkk*

State leaders can take action to address gun trafficking by adopting a comprehensive strategy
that includes (1) using data to identify, interrupt, and prosecute trafficking, (2) implementing
robust regulatory oversight of gun dealers, and (3) enacting foundational gun safety laws that
deter trafficking. For more information about gun trafficking and policy solutions to address it,
visit: everytownresearch.org/firearm-trafficking.
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