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Feature Focus: The lllegal Firearms Market in Canada

Organized crime is not

It is a problem owned by
all communities.

RCMP Chief Superintendent
Randy Robar, Commanding
Officer L Division

(Prince Edward Island)
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simply a policing problem.

The illicit firearms market in Canada is driven by both individual criminals
and members of organized crime. Criminals require firearms to assist in their
criminal endeavours, for personal protection, as well as to demonstrate status
as observed in the case of street gang members. The illicit drug market tends
to drive the demand for illicit firearms as it is highly competitive, extremely
profitable and consequently fertile ground for violent disagreements between
and within criminal organizations. Firearms used by members of criminal
organizations must be acquired through illegal means as Canada’s current
legal acquisition and possession controls have been largely successful in
preventing members of organized crime from purchasing legal weapons.

Organized Crime Involvement
Most organized crime groups in Canada are known to be involved in this
market; however, the involvement of the majority of criminals is normally
limited to the purchase, use, or occasional random sale of illicit firearms
to other criminals. There are fewer individual criminals or crime groups
actively involved in either significant firearm acquisition or full-time
wholesale retail distribution networks. While the illicit sale of a single
firearm can be lucrative in comparison to its initial acquisition price, the
overall annual supply-end of the market itself may not be profitable enough
in comparison to other criminal markets, such as illicit drugs, to support
sustained involvement. Thus, for some, it is only a secondary or tertiary
profit-making endeavour.

The roles of criminal actors in the illicit firearms market are not well-
defined. Although a small number of crime groups involvement may be
more consistent and substantive, this type of involvement is not typical.
Thus, at any given point in time, it may appear that different crime groups
are playing a significant role within this market, but this may be short-term
and only continue until a need is satisfied.
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Violence

Many organized crime groups do not use firearm-related violence in the daily conduct of their criminal
activities. In general, firearm-related violence is periodically used to deter real or perceived criminal
market encroachment or maintain internal crime group discipline. In addition, violence has been used
to intimidate individuals and communities. While it is typically not deliberate, this violence can harm
innocent bystanders. Periods of firearm-related violence develop between members of rival crime groups,
particularly street gangs, that can involve repeated firearm-related assaults and deaths that may continue
in a retaliatory cycle. This cycle of violence tends to peak in intensity and subsequently decline, often due
to targeted law enforcement intervention.

Percentage of Gang-Related Homicides That Involved
a Firearm, 1991-2005
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Illicit Market Components

The major sources of illicit firearms in Canada are smuggled firearms and domestic theft. These have
remained consistent sources over the recent years and will continue to be the major sources of illicit
firearms in this country for the foreseeable future.

Once entered into the criminal market, an illicit firearm can be functional and in constant circulation for
decades, potentially in the possession of numerous criminal owners. This means that there is currently
a reservoir of crime guns in circulation that will continue to be utilized for future criminal activities.
However, each year domestic firearm thefts occur and newly smuggled firearms are recovered by law
enforcement which confirms that there is still a demand for new illicit firearms to supplement the existing
market.
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Regional Trends: lllicit Firearms Market

North (Yukon, Northwest Territories, Nunavut)

Long guns are the most common illegal firearm in the
three territories for criminality, largely due to their
availability in remote areas for hunting purposes.

Pacific (British Columbia)

Despite regional differences, handguns are the
most common illegal firearm in most parts of
British Columbia due to their ready availability.
Smuggled handguns and restricted firearms
that have not been re-registered are the
largest category of recovered illicit firearms.

Prairie (Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba)

In Alberta, handguns are the most commonly used illegal
firearm, particularly by those involved in the illicit drug market.
In Saskatchewan and Manitoba sawed-off long guns, which are
older and often difficult to trace, are commonly used in the
commission of criminal offences.
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Quebec

Overall, long guns are the most commonly seized firearm in
Quebec based on seizure statistics; however, handguns are more
commonly used by criminal organizations. The vast majority of
handgun seizures have been linked to street gangs.
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Atlantic (New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince
Edward Island, Newfoundland and Labrador)

Long guns are the most common illegal gun throughout the
Atlantic provinces, with the exception of urban areas (e.g.
Halifax, NS and Saint John, NB) where handguns are more
prevalent.

1]

RS

.

'

l

Ontario

In Ontario, both handguns and long guns are used throughout
the province, although certain areas appear to favour one type
over another. For example, in larger urban centres such as

the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) handguns are more common,
whereas long guns are more prevalent in some smaller urban and
rural areas.
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Smuggled Firearms

Smuggled firearms that cross the land border from the United States are a
significant source of illegal firearms due in part to its geographic proximity
and less restrictive gun control regulations. The ability of criminal
entrepreneurs and organizations to smuggle firearms across the Canada-U.S.
land border also appears to be greatly influenced by the physical geography
between the ports of entry. A number of land border areas are particularly
attractive due to the often rough and remote geographical nature of portions
of this border area. There are also a multitude of remote unmanned border
crossing locations that could be exploited for unauthorized surreptitious
cross border movement.

There continue to be five primary sources or methods used by criminals or
their organizations to acquire firearms from U.S. sources and divert them
for subsequent smuggling attempts into Canada:

1. Licensed U.S. Dealers: A U.S. federally licensed firearms dealer who
knowingly or unknowingly sells firearms to individuals who intend to either
smuggle or resell firearms to individual criminals or organized crime.

2. Straw Purchasers: A person with illegal intent may use an accomplice,
referred to as a straw purchaser, to legally acquire firearms from an U.S.
retailer in order to hide his or her own identity. The straw purchaser
never intends to actually own the firearms and turns them over to their
co-conspirator for subsequent illegal movement and distribution.

3. False Identification: A person, whether prohibited or not, obtains false
U.S. identification and uses it to purchase firearms with the intention of
reselling or smuggling the weapons.

4. Secondary U.S. Markets: A person purchases firearms at a secondary
market (e.g. a gun show, flea market, or through a private sale) with the
intention of reselling or smuggling the weapons. Purchases from secondary
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Street gangs have evolved
from local gangs into
sophisticated and highly
resourceful criminal
organizations that require
law enforcement to take an
intelligence-led, investigative
approach to combat them.

Chief William Blair,
Toronto Police Service
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markets can be made with relative anonymity as they may involve unlicensed
sellers who are not required to conduct background checks, or maintain
firearms transaction records.

5. Theft: A person steals firearms from a lawful owner, a U.S. retailer, a
conveyor (common or contract carrier) or from the mail system, with the
intention of reselling or smuggling the weapons.

Domestically Sourced Firearms

Domestically sourced firearms are mainly derived from residential and
commercial thefts; however, other sources include: firearms that have
not been re-registered, unregistered and deactivated firearms, as well as
diversions from the legitimate industry.

The Canadian Police Information Centre (CPIC) has maintained records
pertaining to stolen or missing firearms since 1974. Currently, there
are approximately 85,000 firearms recorded in the system, of which
approximately 44,000 are classified as restricted firearms (e.g. handguns).
It is unknown as to how many of these firearms are, or could become part
of the domestic illicit firearms market in Canada. However, law enforcement
regularly recovers missing or stolen firearms. Domestically sourced firearms
are primarily obtained from residential, and to a lesser extent, commercial
break-and-enters and members of organized crime are known to identify
and target legitimate firearms owners, in particular those with large
collections.

Not all restricted firearms that were previously registered were re-registered
under the current system for a variety of reasons. For example, an individual
who has inherited firearms from a deceased family member may not be
aware of the need to re-register them. Should these guns be stolen in a
break-and-enter, they could potentially end up as part of the illicit domestic
firearms market in Canada. In certain parts of the country, firearms that have
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not been re-registered are often linked to various crimes and tend to be in the possession of individuals
who are not the original registered owner.

The term “deactivated firearm” is often used to describe a firearm that has been permanently modified in
a manner that prevents it from discharging projectiles. There have been cases whereby firearms reported
as deactivated were either never actually deactivated or could easily be reactivated after merely a few
adjustments.

Technology has had an impact on this criminal market as the Internet has become an alternate source
of illicit firearms and firearm parts for both consumers and criminals. The Internet has been exploited
to acquire firearm parts that would later be shipped via post and courier, assembled and then sold to
individual criminals or members of organized crime. In addition, there are websites that instruct people
how to build guns.
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Conclusion

llicit firearms will continue to be a desired commodity by organized crime
to protect their involvement in other criminal activities, particularly the
illegal drug trade. The sources of these firearms in Canada, largely from
domestic thefts or those smuggled from the U.S., have remained consistent
over a number of years. Nevertheless, fluctuations in the relative importance
of each source will vary geographically across Canada and over different
periods of time.

As firearms are a reusable commodity, there currently is a reservoir of illegal
firearms in Canada that has been built-up over the last few decades that will
continue to fuel firearm-related incidents in the foreseeable future.
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The CISC Annual Report offers
Canadians an opportunity to
become better informed and
aware of how pervasive and
insidious a threat organized
crime poses to our country,

to our province and to our
communities.

RCMP Deputy Commissioner
Bill Sweeney, Northwest Region
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Looking to the Future

CISC is dedicated to informing the public on current and emerging organized
crime issues. An informed public is better able to understand the threat
posed by organized crime activities and the harms they represent. Organized
crime does not operate within confined boundaries, but exists and conducts
illicit business within urban centres as well as rural communities. In some
instances, these crime groups could not continue to function without the
compliance of individuals within the legitimate economy. It is hoped that
an informed public will continue to be a willing and active partner, working
cooperatively with the law enforcement community to combat organized
crime.

CISC is the criminal intelligence organization that represents the entire
Canadian law enforcement community. Consequently, it is in a unique
position to enhance the level of coordination and intelligence sharing
within this community to enable integrated intelligence-led policing. In
addition, the ongoing sharing of intelligence facilitates CISC’s continued
commitment to provide the public with a national law enforcement overview
of organized crime. The CISC network will continue its coordinated efforts
to assess organized crime in the context of the criminal marketplace in
order to most effectively combat current and emerging organized crime
threats.
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Notes
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