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America’s Weak Gun Laws Are Fueling The Violence in Mexico . . . and in the U.S.

The Mexican drug war has received much attention recently in the media. The Brady Center to
Prevent Gun Violence prepared this paper to assist journalists who have asked about U.S. gun laws and
the role they play in the ongoing violence.

Mexico’s escalating gun war with well-armed drug cartels has killed thousands of police,
government officials, and ordinary citizens, and threatens the stability of the Mexican government.
U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder, Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano, and President
Obama have recognized that helping stem the violence in Mexico is of urgent national — and
international — importance. American gun sellers supply the cartels with virtually all of their guns —
between 95 and 100 percent.' Recently, Mexico’s drug war has begun to wreak havoc in the U.S.

While the crisis has been much discussed in the media and in Washington, there has been little
mention of the elephant in the room: the Mexican drug cartels are arming themselves here because
the U.S. makes it too easy for criminals and traffickers to get guns. Mexican Attorney General
Eduardo Medina Mora correctly called American gun laws “absurd.’””

Two crucial points need to be in the spotlight in media coverage and policy responses to the
crisis:

1) To stem the violence in Mexico, we need to prevent criminals and traffickers from buying
guns in the U.S. by plugging loopholes in our gun laws and strengthening law
enforcement’s ability to crack down on corrupt gun dealers. This crisis is not happening
because our border is loose; it is happening because our gun laws allow unlicensed sellers
to sell guns without Brady background checks, military-style assault weapons to be freely
sold, and corrupt dealers to thrive. Making our borders less porous will take years, and will
not stop the imminent Mexican crisis.

2) The same legal loopholes and corrupt gun sellers who arm Mexican criminals also arm
American criminals. While we should heed the call of Mexican officials to help stop the
violence there, we also should heed the call of the majority of Americans who want to stop
the violence in their communities.

Loopholes in Our Gun Laws Enable Mexican Drug Cartels To Obtain Deadly Weapons

Mexican criminals can’t get guns in Mexico because the gun laws in Mexico, like those in most
industrialized nations, do not allow a vast unregulated gun market, in which military-style weapons
and all manner of guns are easily available to be purchased in unlimited quantity without a background
check. Stymied by Mexico’s tough gun laws, the drug lords and the traffickers who supply them come
to the U.S. to take advantage of our gun laws’ gaping loopholes:
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No Background Check Sales: Federal law allows guns to be sold by unlicensed sellers without
Brady background checks. ATF has found that “no background check” sales are a major
source for supplying dangerous people with guns. Investigations of gun shows have found that
unlicensed sellers have trafficked thousands of guns without background checks, making them
the second most prominent source of illegal gun trafficking.” Mexican drug cartels are
exploiting this loophole, buying guns in “no background check” sales at gun shows or other
private venues.

Military-style Assault Weapons: Federal law in the U.S. allows civilians to purchase military-
style assault weapons, as well as military surplus .50 caliber sniper rifles that can shoot through
armored vehicles and bring down airplanes. Mexican law enforcement is increasingly being
out-gunned by drug gangs bearing military-style weapons. Mexico Attorney General Medina
Mora has said that before the U.S. assault weapons ban was allowed to expire, only 21 percent
of the weapons Mexico seized from traffickers were assault rifles, while today, it is more than
half.’ For example, a Bushmaster carbine, a civilian version of the M-16 assault rifle, bought in
Houston was used by drug gangsters disguised as soldiers to massacre four police officers and
three secretaries in the “2007 Acapulco Massacre.”®

Bulk Sales: Federal law does not limit the number of guns a purchaser can buy at a time — the
only limit is the buyer’s ability to pay for them. This enables gun traffickers to buy guns in
bulk, and/or buy guns repeatedly from the same store. For example, between January and
November 2003, Adan Rodriguez purchased more than 150 guns for Mexican drug gangs,
returning repeatedly to Ammo Depot in Mesquite, Texas. One of the guns he sold was
connected to the shooting of a police officer in Reynosa.’

Restrictions on law enforcement: Only one percent of federally licensed firearms dealers are
responsible for nearly 60 percent of guns traced to crime in the U.S..* and many of the guns
trafficked to Mexico are also sold by gun dealers who are at worst corrupt, at best, willfully
indifferent when they sell guns to straw purchasers.” Yet federal law makes it too hard for law
enforcement to crack down on corrupt gun dealers. For example, ATF is limited to one spot
inspection per year, and the standard of proof for license revocations is difficult to meet.

Riders attached annually to Justice Department appropriations legislation since 2004, known as
the Tiahrt Amendment, prohibit ATF from requiring gun dealer inventory audits, restrict
disclosure of crime gun data, and require the destruction of Brady Background Records after 24
hours. These restrictions make it harder for law enforcement to investigate corrupt dealers.

The Loopholes That Arm Mexican Cartels Are Also Killing Americans

Just as criminals in Mexico find it necessary to go to the U.S. to get guns, American criminals

get a disproportionate share of their guns from states with weak gun laws. For example, states that
require permits for handgun sales export a third of the crime guns as states with no such requirement."
States like Texas, that allow gun sales without background checks export crime guns on average at
about twice the rate of states that have closed the gun show loophole.'' Texas leads the nation as the
primary source of guns for drug cartels'> and Texas dealers are the third highest supplier of interstate
crime guns in the U.S." The states with the highest rate of supplying crime guns to other states all
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have weak gun laws.'* States with weak gun laws also supply a larger percentage of in-state criminals
with guns — because criminals do not need to travel to get guns."

Current Proposals Are Insufficient to Stem The Violence in Mexico — or America

In response to the Mexican crisis, legislation has been introduced to expand resources for ATF
to crack down on firearms trafficking across the border,'® and U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder has
called for reinstatement of an assault weapons ban.'” While these proposals are positive steps, they
alone will not be sufficient to stem the gun crisis in Mexico, or in the United States.

In formulating a policy to stem the flow of guns to Mexico, policymakers must focus on the
fundamental problem — that our laws in the U.S. make it far too easy for criminals to obtain guns. We
need to require Brady background checks for all gun sales. We should not allow the purchases of
unlimited numbers of guns at one time to anyone with a high credit card limit. We should strengthen
ATEF’s legal authority to crack down on corrupt gun dealers.

While we respond to the gun violence crisis in Mexico, we should also respond to the gun
violence crisis here at home. The United States suffers more than 30,000 deaths and more than 70,000
injuries due to gun violence every year.'® Estimates of direct medical expenses for firearm injuries range
from $2.3 billion'* to $4 billion® per year in the U.S., nearly 50% of which is covered by taxpayers.”' By
strengthening our federal gun laws, we can start preventing criminals in Mexico and the U.S. from
acquiring guns.
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