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Chairman Freitas and Other Distinguished Members of the Virginia House of Delegates Public
Safety Sub-Committee #1,

Founded in 1974, Brady works across Congress, courts, and communities, uniting gun owners
and non-gun owners alike, to take action, not sides, and end America’s gun violence epidemic.
Our organization today carries the name of Jim Brady, who was shot and severely injured in the
assassination attempt on President Ronald Reagan. Jim and his wife, Sarah, led the fight to pass
federal legislation requiring background checks for gun sales. Brady continues to uphold Jim and
Sarah’s legacy by uniting Americans from coast to coast, red and blue, young and old, liberal and
conservative, to combat the epidemic of gun violence.

Thank you for allowing us to submit testimony before this committee. SB 310 provides a strong
defense to the proliferation and dangerous impact of unregulated and untraceable guns aka
“ghost guns” throughout the state of Virginia.

What are Ghost Guns?

“Ghost Guns” are un-serialized and untraceable firearms that can be built by anyone using
“unfinished” frames or receivers. These pieces of a firearm contain essential operating parts of
the firing mechanism and are the only part of a gun regulated under federal and Virginia law.
However, when a frame or receiver is “unfinished” by a small fraction, it is unregulated — a
consequence of ATF not interpreting unfinished components as firearms.

' “Are ‘80%’ or ‘Unfinished’ Receivers Illegal?” ATF, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms &
Explosives, 29 May 2020, https://www.atf.gov/firearms/qa/are-unfinished-receivers-illegal



These receivers, sometimes called “80 percent receivers,” are often sold by online dealers as a
part of a kit that includes all of the necessary component parts to turn the unfinished receiver into
a fully functioning firearm.> These parts and kits are designed and marketed to circumvent
federal regulations like Brady background checks because they can be purchased by anyone,
even individuals who are unable to pass a background check and thus prohibited from purchasing
a fully assembled gun. This includes domestic abusers, gun traffickers, persons subject to an
extreme risk order, and even children and teenagers who can’t purchase a gun by virtue of their
age.

The process of converting parts into a ghost gun, whether it be a semi-automatic handgun or an
AR-15 style assault rifle, involves just a few steps and can be completed in as little as 15 minutes
without the consumer possessing any specialized skill or abilities. Once assembled, ghost guns
are just as deadly and dangerous as traditional firearms and anyone can buy these kits without
any background check or any other requirements mandated under federal or Virginia state law.
Each of these parts and processes have all been specifically designed to fall outside of federal,
state, and local gun regulations and undermine many existing gun safety laws. These weapons
are, by design, perfect crime guns.?

Ghost Guns Undermine Existing Gun Safety Laws and Are Designed for Crime

The fact that these kits and parts can be purchased online with no background check, without
undergoing any human interaction (like with a federally licensed firearm dealer) also makes them
attractive and accessible to individuals who fear they may not be able to pass muster at a
responsible licensed dealer. Ghost gun sellers and manufacturers know all of this and
intentionally target prohibited purchasers and other potentially dangerous parties by purposefully
emphasizing the untraceable nature of ghost guns - namely, the absence of a serial number and
the fact that their products can be purchased without a background check or interaction with a
gun dealer as major selling points.

Additionally, these weapons undermine and interfere with criminal investigations. Ghost gun
dealers and manufacturers purposefully choose not to stamp serial numbers on these parts or
other parts included in their firearms assembly kits. Thus, they are essentially invisible to law
enforcement. This means that the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms & Explosives (ATF)
cannot trace ghost guns from the manufacturer/importer to the retail purchaser, making it harder
to identify the chain of possession and eventual end user of a gun recovered from a crime scene.
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In fact, if found at a crime scene, law enforcement has little means by which to trace the
weapons’ origin or ownership. This untraceable quality also interferes with law enforcement’s
ability to identify potential traffickers and to detect in-state and interstate patterns in the sources
of crime guns. This makes the parts and kits used to assemble these weapons highly attractive to
illegal gun traffickers and those who might purchase from them.

Virginia took sweeping steps during the 2020 and 2021 legislative sessions to protect its
residents from the scourge of gun violence, but ghost guns threaten all of this hard won progress
by undermining the laws currently on the books. This legislation is absolutely necessary to
protect Virginians to ensure that ghost guns do not become an increased source of crime guns in
the state, and to guarantee that federal and Virginia laws are not circumvented.

The Rapid Proliferation of Ghost Guns in the United States and in Virginia

Sales of the kits and parts to make ghost guns have increased significantly in recent years and
alongside it, the use of ghost guns in crime. According to the ATF, from 2016 through 2020, law
enforcement officers recovered more than 23,906 ghost guns from potential crime scenes. The
ATF was only able to trace less than 1% (.006)* of these firearms back to an individual purchaser.
These weapons have been linked nationwide to homicides,’ suicides,® mass shootings,” school
shootings,® robberies,” the shooting deaths of law enforcement officers,'” and acts of domestic
violence."

In Virginia, ghost guns are making a marked and dramatic appearance: almost exactly two years
ago, a white supremacist cell was arrested by the FBI for planning to incite racial violence using
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homemade guns.'? The men had armed themselves with self-constructed assault rifles and
specifically discussed using the guns to kill police officers and encourage a “race war” at a gun
rights rally in Richmond.” According to Fairfax County Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney
Amelia Nemitz, ghost guns have been used in an increasing number of crimes in recent years.'
Last April, two students from South County High School in Springfield, Virginia were shot and
killed by a classmate at one of the student’s homes using a ghost gun."> Fairfax County police
recovered a second ghost gun and a shotgun in searches of the scene and the shooter’s home.'®

In 2020 alone, at least two ghost gun trafficking operations were shut down by the ATF: one
North Carolina man was charged for trafficking at least 5 ghost guns to Virginia'’ to sell, and
another investigation charged a Fairfax man for dealing in firearms without a license.'® In this
latter case, the seller had constructed and sold multiple ghost guns and 3-D printed guns,
explaining to his customers that they were more expensive specifically because they lacked serial
numbers, and because they were not linked to any prior crimes."” The U.S. Attorney for the
Eastern District of Virginia stated at the time that “ghost guns appeal to criminals because they
are untraceable.””

Not far from Virginia, a steady supply of ghost guns are already plaguing communities - and
their devastating impact is increasing exponentially with each year. Across the river in
Washington, D.C., the problem seemed to start small - and then it exploded. In 2017, law
enforcement in the District recovered three ghost guns and by 2019, ghost gun proliferation
jumped to 116, at least three of which were subsequently connected to homicides.*' By the end of
2020, police had recovered approximately 300 ghost guns in the city,”* and by November 2021,
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District Police had recovered 313 ghost guns.”? Maryland has suffered a similar fate: the
Baltimore Police Department recovered only nine ghost guns in 2018 -- but as of November
2021, officers recovered 294.** And just a few months ago, Montgomery County police found a
loaded ghost gun during a K-9 search of a fleeing 15-year-old suspect at Northwood High School
in Rockville, MD.?

The proliferation of ghost guns impacts all Virginians, including our children who are
experiencing unprecedented levels of stress and anxiety from the COVID-19 pandemic and
constant fear of school shootings. Legislators must act now to proactively prevent the further
proliferation of ghost guns and their use in crime in the Commonwealth. For these reasons listed
above, Brady strongly encourages this sub-committee to vote in favor of SB 310 which
would prevent the continued proliferation of these weapons by banning the sale of the
unregulated and unserialized parts used to build them.
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