
Fact Sheet: Tracking Bulk Buying of Assault Rifles on the US-Mexico Border 

BOTTOM LINE:  The requirement that gun dealers report purchases of multiple assault rifles along the U.S.-
Mexico border is a crucial law enforcement tool in the fight against violent drug cartels and is well within 
ATF’s statutory authority.  

Firearms trafficking by violent drug cartels along the U.S.-Mexico border has increased dramatically over the 
last decade.  Factors such as the strict regulation of firearms in Mexico, easy access to firearms in secondary 
markets in the U.S., and straw purchases of guns from unwitting gun dealers have led to increasing numbers of 
guns being smuggled across the border from the U.S. into Mexico by drug cartels. 

 More than half of firearms recovered in crimes in Mexico in connection with drug cartels originated in 
the U.S.1 

 Texas, Arizona, California, and New Mexico were the primary source states for guns recovered in 
Mexico.2 

Drug cartels have increasingly begun using high-powered assault rifles, rather than handguns, as their 
weapons of choice. 

 The percentage of crime guns recovered in Mexico that were assault rifles and other long guns 
increased from 20% in 2004 to 48% in 2009.3 

 Assault rifles recovered in crimes in Mexico tend to have a shorter “time-to-crime” than other guns.  
Short “time-to-crime” is a key marker of illegal gun trafficking and means that they are used in crime 
shortly after being purchased from a gun dealer in the U.S.4 

 Drug cartels often buy assault rifles in bulk from U.S. gun dealers. A case study of firearms trafficking 
by one cartel found that during a 15-month period, the cartel purchased 251 assault rifles from U.S. 
gun dealers, all but 1 of which was purchased as part of a multiple sale.5 

In response to these trends, in 2011 ATF issued a new rule requiring federally-licensed gun dealers in four 
border states – Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Texas – to report the multiple sale of certain assault 
rifles.  

 This reporting requirement mirrors the existing statutory requirement that dealers report the multiple 
sale of handguns to ATF.6 

 This multiple sale reporting requirement is a proper exercise of ATF’s “demand letter” authority and 
has been upheld by two federal appellate courts.7 

Being notified of multiple sales of assault rifles in the four border states has been a successful tool in the 
fight against firearms trafficking by drug cartels along the U.S.-Mexico border.   

 During the first 8 months that the new reporting requirement was in effect, ATF initiated 120 
investigations based on reports of multiple sales of assault rifles and recommended prosecution of 
more than 100 defendants in 25 separate cases.8 

                                                           
1 http://www.atf.gov/press/releases/2012/04/042612-atf-atf-releases-government-of-mexico-firearms-trace-data.html  
2 http://www.justice.gov/oig/reports/ATF/e1101.pdf 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 18 U.S.C. §923(g)(3)(A). 
7  10 Ring Precision v. Jones, 2013 U.S. App. LEXIS 14083 (5th Cir. 2013); The National Shooting Sports Foundation, Inc. v. Jones, 716 U.S. 200 (D.C. Cir. 
2013). 
8 http://www.publicintegrity.org/2013/02/11/12155/current-gun-debate-may-not-help-beleaguered-atf  
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