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1. The security environment 

Thank you for the opportunity to make this presentation today. Coming from SIPRI, my 
primary interest relates to security, rather than market factors or legitimate civilian use of 
firearms. So I appreciate the opportunity to highlight what I think are some relevant 
security factors in a discussion of market regulation.  

Firearms regulation and control should address security risk in a holistic way, taking 
account of all of the firearms-related problems faced by law enforcement and in society. 
While there is an understandable emphasis on terrorist access to firearms in current 
conditions, there are other firearms-related issues that also need to be in focus. 

Criminal use of firearms covers a variety of offences, and a detailed strategic 
intelligence picture of gun-enabled crime is lacking. One reason for this is probably that 
firearms are often linked to other crimes—such as robbery or homicide—where 
investigators collect a range of evidence. When the weapon is not seen as a central issue 
in the criminal investigation, weapon-related information is not systematically collected, 
compiled and analysed. We are lacking a good assessment linking “demand” with 
“supply” in a way that would help us understand the characteristics that make particular 
firearms attractive for particular types of crime 

Having said that, in projects we have recently carried out at SIPRI, interviews with the 
law enforcement community suggest that there is currently an increase in demand for 
firearms in criminal environments, including for heavy weapons. In several member 
states where studies have been made, there are indications that clearance rates for gun-
enabled crime are lower when compared to other homicides and violent crimes.  

Armed robberies involve different firearms profiles, depending on the nature of the 
crime. A significant number of armed robberies are carried out within days (or even 
hours) of being conceived. These may be spontaneous crimes (possibly linked to alcohol 
or drugs) and the firearm used is likely to be the one that is most easily available. 
However, other armed robberies are planned and carried out by criminals who focus on 
high value but heavily guarded targets. These robberies may require heavy weapons, for 
example to intimidate security guards who are also armed. 
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Gang-related gun crime can consist of violent clashes between organized crime groups, 
or it can reflect actions by youth gangs with a low threshold of violence. In such cases the 
criminal firearms users may not be concerned with safety standards applied in legitimate 
firearms ownership, possession and use, and they may also accept lower performance 
standards.  

Criminals that have aimed at causing mass casualties have used a variety of weapons, 
including things other than firearms (bombs or even civilian vehicles). However, mass 
casualty attacks often involve firearms use. Some characteristics of firearms with a semi-
automatic mode of fire appear to be attractive to this type of criminal. Where criminals 
have automatic weapons in their possession, they prefer to use them in semi-automatic 
mode. The controlled, but rapid, rate of fire conserves ammunition and allows 
discrimination in targeting.  

2. Security implications of legal ownership of semi-automatic 
firearms 

As a general statement, I think we lack a comprehensive understanding across the EU of 
the security implications of legal ownership of semi-automatic weapons. As far as I know 
you cannot put your hand on a document as of today that lays out the issues in clear 
terms. Such a document would be useful. 

In thinking about classification and regulation of semi-automatic firearms the extreme 
positions in the debate seem to be, on the one hand, those who claim there are no (or no 
serious) security concerns from legally owned semi-automatic weapons, and on the other 
those who say a blanket ban is the only way to reduce risks to acceptable levels. Neither 
of these extreme positions seems likely to prevail, and there is a search for an alternative 
approach. 

The discussion of risk often focuses on the ease with which semi-automatic weapons 
might be converted to a fully automatic firing mode. This is a relevant consideration, 
since the availability of easily converted semi-automatic weapons would undermine the 
prohibition on automatic weapons in existing law. Ease of conversion is therefore one 
factor that should be taken into account in classification for security-related controls. 
However, as noted above, in my view it is not the only factor to consider. 

In a number of mass shootings carried out in Europe semi-automatic firearms, or 
firearms in semi-automatic mode, have been used. This includes high profile cases in 
Germany, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. Almost all of these 
cases involved legally owned semi-automatic weapons.  

These cases, as well as the fact that when terrorists and certain armed robbers have 
automatic weapons they tend to use them in semi-automatic mode, suggest that criminals 
do not seek automatic or semi-automatic weapons per se, they seek a rapid fire weapon 
that has the possibility to target particular individuals.  

It is widely agreed that the semi-automatic feature of a firearm does not, by itself, 
provide an adequate basis for assessing risk. Adding subjective elements (“semi-
automatic firearms for civilian use which resemble weapons with automatic 
mechanisms”) as a way of differentiating between firearms types is also criticized.  
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In the absence of better data and analysis, the best way forward would seem to be to 
isolate (if possible) those characteristics of semi-automatic firearms that make them 
interesting to certain types of criminal, and see if we can come to a common position 
balancing security concerns with legitimate possession and use. This would require a 
more constructive dialogue than we have today between regulators and civilian users 
around the true needs of sport shooters and hunters.  

3. Firearms outside regulation 

One of the most common problems faced by the law enforcement community is how to 
reduce the risks posed by items that are outside the current system of firearms regulation. 
These are not illegal firearms, nor are they legal firearms. They are items that are not 
classified as firearms at all within the current legal framework. 

This can happen in one of two ways.  
First, something that was a firearm, but has been rendered incapable of discharging a 

shot, bullet, or other missile through deactivation, may no longer require authorisation to 
buy or own.  

The security problems related to reactivated weapons have recently been highlighted in 
the criminal use of so-called “acoustic expansion weapons”. These are live-firing 
weapons that have been deactivated and made available for sale to, for example, film and 
theatre producers, or collectors, but which have been reactivated and used in crimes. Such 
items should not exist today, since the current Firearms Directive makes clear that an 
item is only to be considered deactivated if it has been rendered irreversibly inoperable. 
However, the fact that successful reactivation has taken place illustrates how the different 
interpretations among member states of technical standards for deactivation created 
loopholes exploited by criminals. 

The different standards related to deactivation have been addressed by the development 
of a common standard. If it succeeds in its aim, the Implementing Regulation of 15 
December 2015 establishing common guidelines on deactivation standards and 
techniques for ensuring that deactivated firearms are rendered irreversibly inoperable 
should take away the differences in practice across the EU. However, it would be a 
mistake to believe that introducing the regulation has, by itself, solved the problem. 

It will be important to monitor implementation to ensure that common standards do not 
lower the current national standards considered appropriate in any member state. Until 
there is full confidence that deactivation is genuinely irreversible, records of deactivated 
weapons should be entered into law enforcement databases, and retained permanently. 

A second reason why an item could be outside the framework of regulation is that it 
may never have been classified as a civilian firearm to begin with—for example, if it is 
considered to be a replica, a blank-firing weapon or an air gun expelling a shot at low 
velocity. 

The security problems around the conversion of these items to live-firing weapons 
were the reason for a change in the UK law after 2010. Blank-firing revolvers that were 
never live-firing weapons, but were specifically designed for purposes such as race 
starting, dog training and the entertainment industry were used in crimes and were 
distributed widely in criminal circles. Before 2010, these items were sold without a 
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licence. However, in 2010 they were reclassified as being ‘readily convertible’—in other 
words, they can be converted to be a lethal weapon—and therefore became illegal to 
possess, supply or transfer within the UK under the Firearms Act.  

The UK decision was based on a technical assessment by the Forensic Science Service, 
but the change only applies in UK law. Under the Firearms Directive different ratings of 
blank-firing revolvers should not be possible—since the Directive says that an object that 
is capable of being converted as a result of its construction or the material from which it 
is made is a firearm, and should be treated as such. However, items classified as firearms 
in the UK are produced elsewhere in the EU and sold without a licence. They are also 
imported into the EU from producers elsewhere without being treated as firearms when 
crossing the border.  

While technical standards for deactivation have been developed, there is no comparable 
effort to establish a common approach to determine the characteristics that make an item 
‘readily convertible’. If the technical assessment made by the UK Forensic Science 
Service is correct (and that seems to be the case), then items freely available in the EU 
today without a need for a licence or registration should in fact be considered firearms. 
On the other hand, if the UK assessment is not correct, then items have been banned in 
the UK without a valid reason. 

Measures to bring blank-firing weapons within the scope of the Directive can be 
considered a first step. However, without agreement on technical features that make an 
item readily convertible, any new measures will be difficult to apply in a uniform way. 
One potential outcome is that over-compliance could lead to unnecessary licensing and 
registration procedures for items that pose no risk. Another potential outcome is that 
differences in approach at national level leave on the market items that pose a safety and 
security risk.  

Using converted weapons carries a certain risk for the criminal. Since they were never 
intended to be live-firing weapons, these items do not have the structural integrity to cope 
with the pressure generated by real ammunition. They are often made of low strength 
metal and lightweight material that could lead them to jam or explode, and they would be 
deformed quickly—perhaps after a single use. However, these factors might not deter 
criminals, who are not concerned with the safety standards applied in legitimate firearms 
ownership, possession and use, who will accept lower performance standards provided 
the item “gets the job done” and who anyway intend to dispose of the weapon after a 
single use. If the converted weapon is hard (or impossible) to trace, but still suitable for 
the particular crime envisaged, then it might be a weapon of choice, rather than necessity. 

The issue of conversion is a serious challenge highlighted by the law enforcement 
community, and one that should receive attention at European level as a matter of 
priority.  

For a skilled craftsman, many items can be converted to firearms. A blanket ban on all 
items that could possibly be converted is not feasible or proportionate. However, not all 
items represent the same risk of conversion, and a shared understanding of what makes 
an item ‘readily convertible’ is needed. That should be translated into technical standards 
that guide regulators and manufacturers when classifying or designing blank-firing, 
signal, alarm and replica firearms. In this case the standards should be tailored to risk by 
taking account of the features that make converted firearms of interest to criminals—and 
not only the technical standards that would apply in a normal civilian market.  


