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ATF Firearms Trace               
Data Disclaimer

(1) Firearm traces are designed to assist law enforcement authorities in conducting investigations by tracking 
the sale and possession of specific firearms. Law enforcement agencies may request firearms traces for any 
reason, and those reasons are not necessarily reported to the Federal Government. Not all firearms used in 
crime are traced and not all firearms traced are used in crime.
(2) Firearms selected for tracing are not chosen for purposes of determining which types, makes or models of 
firearms are used for illicit purposes. The firearms selected do not constitute a random sample and should not 
be considered representative of the larger universe of all firearms used by criminals, or any subset of that 
universe. Firearms are normally traced to the first retail seller, and sources reported for firearms traced do not 
necessarily represent the sources or methods by which firearms in general are acquired for use in crime. 
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Introduction
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The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) National Tracing Center (NTC) is the nation’s only crime gun tracing 
facility.   As such, the NTC provides critical information that helps domestic and international law enforcement agencies solve 
firearms crimes, detect firearms trafficking and identify trends with respect to intrastate, interstate and international movement of 
crime guns.  For calendar year (CY) 2007, the NTC traced over 295,000 firearms; CY 2008, over 288,000 firearms; CY 2009, over
354,000 firearms; CY 2010, over 285,000 firearms; and CY 2011, over 319,000 firearms.  Over this time period the NTC has traced 
firearms for the United States and 110 countries, including Canada.  

Firearms tracing is the systematic tracking of the movement of a firearm from its first sale by a manufacturer or importer through the 
distribution chain in an attempt to identify the first retail purchaser in order to provide investigative leads for criminal investigations.  
After the firearm is recovered and the identifiers are forwarded to the NTC, ATF contacts the manufacturer or importer to ascertain 
the sale or transfer of the firearm.  ATF will attempt to contact all ensuing Federal firearms licensees (wholesale/retail) in the 
distribution chain until a purchaser is identified or the trace process cannot continue due to a lack of accurate or incomplete 
information on the trace request or in the Federal firearms licensee’s records. The success of a trace result, whether domestic or 
international, relies upon the accuracy of the supplied firearm identifiers.  The necessary identifiers for a trace include manufacturer, 
importer (if applicable), model, caliber and serial number.

This report relates only to those firearms recovered in Canada and traced by ATF.  The firearm trace results are based upon the 
supplied firearm identifiers on the Canada trace requests.  The Canadian trace data in this report is organized by the calendar year in 
which the firearm was recovered, not the year in which the trace was initiated.  For example, if a firearm was recovered in 2011 but 
the trace was not initiated until 2012, the data will be organized in the year of recovery, 2011.  Organization by recovery date provides 
valuable investigative leads as well as more specific trend data.  Therefore, using this example, if a firearm for which a trace is 
initiated in later years is determined to have been recovered in 2011, the raw trace numbers for 2011 will increase in subsequent 
trace data reports.  As a result, the trace numbers for each calendar year may fluctuate, necessitating changes to prior years’ trace 
numbers in future reports. If a recovery date is not provided for a firearm, trace data for that firearm is organized by the calendar 
year in which the trace was entered into the Firearms Tracing System by ATF.
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Canada has had full registration for all handguns since 1935.  In 1999, Canadian law required all firearms to be registered within the 
Canadian Firearms Registry, to include long guns (rifles and shotguns).  Canadian law classifies numerous firearms as prohibited
(i.e. shorter barreled semi-automatic pistols, fully automatic firearms and short barreled rifles and shotguns).  Canada only submits 
trace requests to ATF of recovered firearms that are not registered or prohibited.
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Analytical Criteria Used to Compile the Canada Trace Statistics
All of the attached trace statistics had the following selection criteria in common:

• Traces with a recovery country of Canada were included.

• Traces with a recovery date between January 1, 2007 and December 31, 2011 were included.
• If a recovery date was not provided, traces with an entered date between January 1, 2007 and December 31, 2011

were included.
• In CY 2007 through CY 2011, 99.8% of all Canada traces listed a recovery date.

• Duplicate traces were not included.  A duplicate is a trace request for the same recovery of a firearm that was
previously traced.      

• All traces may not have been submitted or completed at the time of this analysis.

• Statistics are based on a query of the Firearms Tracing System on March 12, 2012.
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