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Firearms are a common denominator in all kinds of 
organised and serious crime. 

They pose a direct and immediate threat to European 
citizens - with often devastating results, like in recent 
shootings in Norway, France or here in Belgium.

Sadly, those cases are only symptomatic of a wider, and 
deeply disturbing  reality: according to Interpol, firearms 
are used in more than 245,000 murders worldwide 
(excluding war-torn countries) every year. In the EU
alone more than 5000 murders were committed with 
firearms (around 20% of all murders) last year according 
to the UNODC. 

And no EU country is unaffected by firearms violence. It 
is truly a cross-border, common challenge. It is therefore 
not an exaggeration to describe small arms, as former 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan once did, as ‘weapons 
of mass destruction’.

Devastating, high profile shootings of this kind provoke 
insecurity and attract public attention. 

http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/statistics/Homicide/Globa_study_on_homicide_2011_web.pdf


Unlike drugs or counterfeited goods, which may 
represent a one-off threat to a consumer, firearms can 
be used over and over again:

the Toulouse shootings involved a rifle manufactured in 
1944.

What has been done already?

Trafficking in illicit firearms has been on the political 
agenda of the EU for at least a decade: 

In 2006 the Commission recommended  bringing EU law 
into line with the UN Firearms Protocol

In the Stockholm Programme from 2009, EU Member 
States highlighted arms trafficking as a continuing 
security challenge for the EU. 

More recently, in 2010, the Council adopted a European 
Action Plan to combat illegal trafficking in so-called 
“heavy” firearms. It reflects a political commitment of 
the Member States to take operational measures to 
effectively fight trafficking of firearms.

In addition to these  political commitments, quite a lot 
has been achieved in the last decade. 

First, the EU has updated its legislation in the field:

http://www.unodc.org/pdf/crime/a_res_55/255e.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52010XG0504(01):EN:NOT
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/st16/st16427-re01.en10.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/st16/st16427-re01.en10.pdf


On the internal market side, the EU Directive from 1991 
on the possession, sale and transfers of weapons 
between Member States was updated in 2008, with 
some aspects of the rules being tightened. 

The Directive now requires all Member States, by 2014, 
to create a database on owners and transfers of legal 
firearms within the EU.

The Commission has now proposed that the EU
conclude the Firearms Protocol. We hope the Council 
with the consent of the Parliament will adopt this 
Decision soon. 

There has been some progress at national level. For 
example, over 18 000 police officers, customs officials 
and border guards joined forces for 24 hours to run spot 
checks of vans and busses across Europe in search of 
weapons in 2010. 

In terms of external trade, a new EU Regulation on 
licensing and controls on exports and imports of 
weapons in and out of the EU was adopted one year 
ago. This measure will improve tracing and control of 
civilian firearms flowing into and out of the EU. 

Customs authorities use the EU’s common customs risk 
management framework (to limit the risks of illicit 
weapons entering or leaving the EU. Preventive 



measures have been put in place through the EU’s 
legislation on ship and port security.

Law enforcement authorities and EU agencies have 
pooled expertise within the European Firearms Experts 
Group . The Commission plays a active role in this 
important forum for sharing best practices.

Finally, we have stepped up cooperation with countries 
in our neighbourhood, in particular with the Western 
Balkan countries.

Member States and Europol have continued to report 
the risks to the EU’s internal securityof weapons 
including  military grade arms trafficked from the 
Western Balkans , wherethe figure of 4 million 
unregistered illegal war firearms is both well-known and
worrying.

At the EU-Western Balkans JHA Ministerial Forum in 
November last year the EU and the Western Balkan 
countries therefore agreed to jointly map out the 
structure of the illicit firearms trade and improve the 
management of weapons stockpiles. The declaration 
agreed in Tirana also underlines the importance of 
strengthening controls, improving the collection and 
exchange of information as well as operational police 
co-operation, and bringing these countries' legislation 
into line with EU and international standards.



The need for further action

Nevertheless, there is a need for further action

There is mounting evidence that firearms are the cause 
of greater  damage and  insecurity than ever before, 
through their unse by terrorists as well as organised 
crime groups. 

Legally owned weapons in the EU continue to feed the 
illegal market 

Powerful and highly dangerous weapons continue to be 
smuggled - apparently without great difficulty - over our 
external borders, notably from countries in the EU’s 
neighbourhood, where weak management of stockpiles, 
looting, and corruption fuel the illicit market. 

There is evidence that criminal groups creatively exploit 
new technologies, for example making and distributing 
weapons from spare parts bought legally on the 
Internet, by converting lawful air guns into more 
dangerous weapons, and by re-activating neutralized 
weapons bought both outside and inside the EU 

Illicit firearms are much too easily available. Statistics are 
hard to come by in this area, but the number of firearms 
illegally circulating in the EU today probably exceed by 
far the number of registered hunters and sports 
shooters which according to the IEACS, l’Institut 



Européen des Armes de Chasse et de Sport exceeds 10 
million in the EU. 

And to take just one Member State: a French report on 
Arms Trafficking in the Western Balkans reported in May 
this year that 3910 firearms were seized in 2011 in 
France alone, 40 % more than the year before. 

Illicit arms trafficking remains profitable for criminal 
groups, who often combine it with other transnational 
criminal activities, such as trafficking in drugs and human 
beings. 

The Global value of the illegal trade in firearms, has been 
estimated at between $ 170 million and $ 320 million 
per year. 

One of the Commission's objectives is to develop much 
more reliable and comprehensive mechanisms for 
gathering data to illuminate the depth and extent of the 
problem.

The way forward

Where do we go from here? How should we address 
these huge challenges?

In response to the outcome of the High Level Conference 
that DG HOME organised in November last year on this 
topic, the Commissioner Malmström and the Director 



General Manservisi decided in January to set up a Task 
Force on trafficking in firearms within DG HOME.

The members of the task force were chosen on the basis 
of their expertise, background and interest in firearms-
related matters. The roles involve a combination of 
technical knowledge and political understanding of 
firearms within the main security field. 

The Task Force’s objective is to define policy that will 
feed into a common 2015 Firearms Package, focusing on 
deactivation operations and the reduction in the misuse 
and circulation of firearms. 

To this end, the task force is currently drafting a strategy 
for reducing the risks posed by firearms to citizens, both 
directly through criminals’ use of firearms and indirectly 
through the profits trafficking generates to organised 
crime. 

This strategy will be the content of a Communication 
that will be adopted next October.

Central to the strategy are the formulation of new 
legislation, strengthening of operational cooperation 



and the development of a system for the collection of 
statistics.

The proposal for the Council Decision on the conclusion 
of the UN Firearms Protocol is the first result of the 
works of this Task force. 

In addition, we have also created an expert group on 
firearms trafficking, composed of law enforcement, 
firearms producers, NGOs and other stakeholders, to 
help advise on the action which is needed.

An important aspect of the task force’s activities is also 
the effective communication to the public on the risks of 
trafficking in firearms and on EU actions in this field.

A public consultation via Your Voice in Europe 
(Commission consultation website) has been launched to 
gauge views on the EU's role in tackling the risk of 
firearms. 

We are very keen to capture the views of a wider range 
of stakeholders -including victims organisations and 
NGOs – and to provide an alternative perspective to that 
given to the ENTR questionnaire 2012 where 



respondents were mainly from the users, retailers and 
manufacturers of firearms. 

Results will feed into the communication and future 
impact assessments on proposals.

[conclusion] 

Gun-related crime and how we deal with it is on the 
agenda all over the globe. It's time for the EU to show 
real leadership. We hope that our communication later 
this year will help shape the EU's response in the years 
to come. 
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