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Gun violence is responsible for a more than four year reduction in life expectancy 
for black men in America.1 While gun violence touches Americans in diverse 
communities across the country, homicides are largely concentrated in urban areas 
with high minority populations. The most recent 5-year average of CDC data on gun 
deaths show that approximately 80% of them occur in such areas.

But where do these guns come from? They don’t 
simply appear in places like Oakland, Baltimore, 
Milwaukee, or Chicago, all cities with astronomical gun 
violence homicide rates year over year. Irresponsible 
gun dealers are the source of many crime guns, and 
a scourge on these communities. These dealers often 
willfully engage in illegal or corrupt behavior - selling 
guns that they know will be trafficked into areas of 
high crime. Further, they participate in an economic 
system that contributes to systemic poverty and 
continued structural violence that disproportionately 
impacts communities of color. Most of the cities 
chronically impacted by gun violence do not have 
many, if any, federally licensed gun dealers within their 
city limits.2 Instead, gun dealers typically sit outside 
these communities, frequently in less diverse and 
more affluent suburbs, and profit off of irresponsible 
or illegal sales that drive guns into cities that later turn 
up at crime scenes.

Nearly every gun recovered in a crime starts as a legal 
sale from a licenced dealer. The small percentage of 
dealers that are responsible for the majority of crime 
guns are not only affecting lives through the physical 
impacts of gun violence, but also contributing to the 
social, racial, and economic injustices that continue to 
plague this country. 

WHAT ARE IMPACTED 
COMMUNITIES?
Gun violence is a uniquely American problem, but it 
does not impact all Americans equally. In particular, 
gun homicide has a disparate impact on African 
American communities. 

Gun violence in America is largely a story of race and 
geography. Nationally, the homicide rate for black 
men is 30.7 per 100,000 and for white men it is 2.4 
per 100,000.3 This disparity is even greater in some 
states.4 The top three states where disparities in gun 
homicide rates were greatest — Missouri, Michigan, 
and Illinois - correlate with three major cities in the 
top 10 for gun homicide rates overall — St. Louis, 
Detroit, and Chicago.5 In Chicago, for example, there 
are no gun dealers inside city limits. But crime gun 
tracing undertaken by the city of Chicago has shown 
how guns are trafficked from dealers in surrounding 
counties, and even from neighboring Indiana.6

In 2015, an African American person in Wisconsin was 
26 times more likely to be fatally shot than a white 
person.7 The combination of being black and living in 
an urban area is even more deadly: in 2015, 81% of 
homicide victims in Milwaukee were African American, 
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OF HOMICIDE GUN 
DEATHS OCCUR 
IN URBAN AREAS
 Source: CDC, 2012-2016
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despite being only 39% of the city’s population. Just 
last year in Baltimore, 94% of homicide victims in 
Baltimore were black, and an analysis by the Baltimore 
Sun showed that over half of all homicide victims were 
shot in the head.

The toll of gun violence goes beyond just those 
that have been shot. Polling data show that African 
Americans are far more likely to know a victim of 
gun violence or be personally worried about gun 
violence than white respondents.8 The poll found 
42% of African Americans personally knew someone 
who has been the victim of gun violence, compared 
to only 15% of white respondents. African Americans 
were also more than twice as likely to be personally 
worried about gun violence. The chronic stress of 
living in a community disproportionately impacted by 
gun violence has lifelong physical and mental health 
impacts. Children growing up in such communities 
are more likely to suffer from Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) symptoms, disassociation, depression, 
and anxiety, and struggle to complete school. In some 
instances, the level of stress may be so great that the 
prefrontal cortex does not develop properly.9

These communities also bear larger costs such as 
depressed home prices, reduction in growth of 
new retail and service businesses, lack of economic 
or career opportunities in their immediate vicinity, 
and lack of access to healthcare, healthy food, or 
social opportunities. One study found that for each 
additional gun homicide in Minneapolis, there were 80 

fewer jobs the next year.10 Business owners are forced 
to incur high costs for extra security, and residents of 
impacted neighborhoods tend to stop frequenting 
businesses after dark due to fear of gun violence, 
hurting those businesses that have opened in their 
communities. High rates of violence prevent many 
necessary social services from being readily available 
and thus lead to a “feedback loop” of violence.11

HOW THE SUPPLY OF 
GUNS CONTRIBUTES TO 
IMPACTED COMMUNITIES
Gun violence in communities of color is often driven 
by two factors, easy access to guns and a small group 
of people at high risk of engaging in violence—
sometimes no more than 0.25% to 1% of the city’s 
population.12 In one Chicago neighborhood, 41% 
of gun homicides occurred among a social network 
containing less than 4% of the neighborhood’s 
population.13

A recent study from the Urban Institute found 
that it “remains too easy for this [small] group to 
obtain guns. In the hands of these high-risk people, 
guns escalate minor disputes into fatal incidents, 
and firearm violence poses a particular risk to law 
enforcement officers. Limiting easy access to guns 
by this group is an essential step in reducing gun 
violence.”14 Indeed, access, to guns is a critical driver 
of chronic violence.

42%

15%

AFRICAN AMERICAN 
RESPONDENTS

WHITE 
RESPONDENTS

PERSONALLY KNEW SOMEONE WHO HAS BEEN 
THE VICTIM OF GUN VIOLENCE

Source: Kaiser Health Tracking Poll: February 2013
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THE MYTH THAT BAD GUYS 
WILL “ALWAYS GET GUNS”
Often, guns recovered during crimes were recovered 
from someone who was not legally allowed to possess 
a gun.15 These individuals obtain their firearms from 
a myriad of sources: straw purchasing or “off the 
books” sales by negligent gun dealers, theft, and 
the “underground” gun market. Cutting off access 
for these individuals will reduce the number of guns 
available for criminal use.

The actions of negligent or irresponsible gun dealers 
have an impact on the number of guns available 
to criminals. Directly addressing those dealers - by 
reforming their business practices or shutting them 
down - is associated with decreased access to guns. 

Undercover stings of suspected irresponsible gun 
dealers in the Chicago area were associated with a 
61.8% reduction in new crime guns sold by in-state 
retailers and an overall 46.4% reduction in the supply 
of new guns to criminals.16

In fact, even a single dealer’s actions can change 
the ease of access to firearms by criminals. After 
being cited as the country’s single largest source of 
crime guns, one dealer in Milwaukee stopped selling 
inexpensive handguns. That changed sales policy was 
associated with a 44% decrease in the flow of all new, 
trafficked guns to criminals in Milwaukee.17

Indeed, the actions of dealers are directly related to 
the supply of crime guns. “Bad guys” will not always 
get guns - cutting off their supply is an important step 
in keeping neighborhoods safe.

Some guns are sold by retail stores to gun traffickers, who 
sell or divert those guns to the criminal market. 
Guns are sold directly to traffickers, who sell them for profit, frequently in states or cities with stronger 
gun laws than the purchasing state. 

The practice of purchasing guns (frequently the same or similar type or caliber) in bulk in a short time 
frame is indicative of a gun trafficking ring. It is a dealer’s job, as the final gatekeeper before a gun hits 
the streets, to ask the right questions of a purchaser looking to buy multiple guns in a short time peri-
od. In one Brady lawsuit, a gun used to shoot two police officers was bought by a gun trafficker who 
worked with a straw purchaser to obtain 12 handguns and traffick them to New Jersey. These types of 
situations are not uncommon - according to one study, dealers were only involved in 6 percent of ATF 
trafficking investigations, but accounted for about half of the guns investigated, including a case that 
involved 30,000 guns. Dealers can be a great asset to preventing gun trafficking if proper protocols 
are established and followed.

background checks, then claim the guns were lost or stolen, when in fact they were sold illegally. Re-
sponsible, legitimate dealers protect their inventory - so when large numbers of guns go “missing” 
or there are frequent “thefts,” this is an indicator guns are being sold off the books. In 2016, more 
than 18,000 guns were reported lost or stolen from licensed gun dealers, and more than 40 percent of 
those guns came from less than 1 percent of dealers nationwide. It is hard to imagine that this occurs 
through mere coincidence.
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IMPACT OF NEGLIGENT 
AND IRRESPONSIBLE GUN 
DEALERS
Gun trafficking is the diversion of firearms from 
the legal market into the hands of criminals or 
others who cannot legally possess guns. The most 
frequent type of trafficking channel identified in ATF 
investigations is straw purchasing from federally 
licensed firearms dealers.18

Jeri Bonavia of the Wisconsin Anti-Violence Effort 
has noted that a small number of negligent and 
irresponsible dealers “help divert guns from legal 
markets for use in crimes.” Increasing dealer oversight 
and “targeting the small number of dealers found to 
disproportionately divert guns to criminal users can 
help reduce the supply of crime guns.”19

Gun dealers are crucial gatekeepers that stand as 
the front line of defense to prevent criminals — and 
the straw purchasers and traffickers who supply them 
— from obtaining guns. Responsible gun dealers 
know that their families, friends, and communities 
are safer when they keep guns out of the wrong 
hands. But there are others whose negligence and 
irresponsible actions facilitate risky gun transfers, 
which in turn adversely affects communities across 
the country.

STOPPING THE SUPPLY 
OF GUNS WILL CREATE 
SPACE FOR COMMUNITIES 
TO GROW
As noted above, gun violence has a pervasive 
impact on communities. For each new gun homicide 
in a census tract for any given year, researchers 
discovered:20

•	 in Minneapolis, there were 80 fewer jobs the next 
year;

•	 in Oakland, there were five fewer job opportunities 
in shrinking businesses the next year;

THE COMMUNITY 
IMPACT OF EACH NEW 
GUN HOMICIDE

Source: The Crime Report, 2017
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•	 in Washington, D.C., there were two fewer retail 
and service establishments the next year. Every 
10 additional gunshots in a census tract in a 
given year were related to one less new business 
opening, one more business closing, and 20 fewer 
jobs in new establishments the same year;

•	a $22,000 decrease in average home values in 
Minneapolis, and a $24,621 decrease in Oakland;

•	a 20-point decrease in average credit score in 
Minneapolis and a 9-point decrease in Oakland, 
as well as a 3% decrease in home-ownership rates 
in Washington, D.C., and a 1% decrease in Baton 
Rouge;

•	 in Chicago, 70 people moved outside city limits.21

Reducing gun violence in those communities will have 
tremendous positive impacts for that community. 
Every 10 fewer incidents of gunfire in a census tract 
have been found to be associated with one new 

business opening, the creation of 20 more jobs in 
new businesses, and one less business closure.22 A 
10% decrease in homicides has been found to cause 
a 0.83% increase in property values during the next 
year, while a 25% reduction yielded a 2.1% increase in 
property values.23

Where you live should not determine whether you 
live.

In lower income neighborhoods chronically impacted 
by gun violence, about six in ten residents say they 
would like to move permanently to another area if 
they had the opportunity, and two in ten say they 
actually have plans to move in the next 12 months. Of 
these residents who would like to relocate, 51% say 
crime is a major reason they would like to do so.24

Stemming the flow of guns into these communities 
is a first, and necessary, step to create broader 
economic and social opportunities for all.
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