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What does the term “Ghost Gun” mean?



Firearm Frames and Receivers
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The frame or receiver brings together the trigger and other parts of the gun that are key to firing a bullet. Current federal 
law requires complete frames and receivers to have a serial number. Receivers that are not fully finished (80%ers) are not 
currently considered a firearm, not required to have a serial number, and do not require a background check to purchase.



The term “ghost gun” describes homemade firearms that don’t have 
serial numbers or markings that would enable them to be tracked to their 

maker, seller, or original owner. 

For years, law enforcement authorities referred to these firearms as 
“homemade” guns, “kit” guns, or privately made firearms (PMFs). “Ghost 

gun” is a relatively new term.

The most popular way to make a ghost gun is to buy pre-made parts 
and assemble them into a gun at home.

Non-serialized parts can also been 3D printed or carved from metal by 
computer numeric control machines.
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“Ghost Guns”

https://www.thetrace.org/2019/12/what-makes-a-gun-a-ghost-gun/


Why are “Ghost Guns” a problem?



Why are “Ghost Guns” a problem?

They are easy to obtain without a 
criminal background check

• Background checks prevent individuals who 
are banned from owning guns under state or 
local law from purchasing firearms from 
licensed dealers.

• However, anyone can order parts online and 
create their own gun at home without having 
to undergo a background check.

They make it harder to solve and 
prevent crime

• When a law enforcement agency recovers a 
firearm in a criminal investigation, the serial 
number helps identify the manufacturer, 
distributor, seller, and purchaser. 

• This information can be key to solving crimes 
and provide insights into gun trafficking 
patterns. 

• It is nearly impossible to get such information 
about a gun without a serial number.
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How prevalent are 

“Ghost Guns”?

• More and more are being 
used to commit crime.

• At least 23,906 non-serialized 
guns were found by law 
enforcement at crime scenes, 
including 325 homicides or 
attempted homicides, 
between 2016 and 2020.
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“Ghost Gun” Confiscations by the Numbers

Chicago

• 2016: 2

• 2020: 139

New York City

• 2018: 17

• 2019: 48

• 2020: 150

• 2021: 120 by August

San Francisco

• 2016: 6

• 2019: 77

• 2020: 164

Washington, D.C.

• 2017: 3

• 2018: 25

• 2019: 116, with at least three in 
connection with homicides. 

• 2020: 38 by February

Denver

• 38 since November 2019 (about 
2% of firearms recovered)
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https://www.justice.gov/usao-edpa/pr/philadelphia-man-sentenced-12-12-years-trafficking-methamphetamine-and-weapons
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/indiana-residents-indicted-terrorism-and-firearms-charges
https://www.justice.gov/usao-cdca/pr/burbank-man-arrested-federal-complaint-alleging-he-sold-ghost-guns-out-his-hookah
https://www.nextgov.com/emerging-tech/2020/03/tsa-confiscated-3d-printed-guns-raleigh-durham-international-airport/163533/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/3d-gun-print-germany-synagogue-shooting-stephan-balliet-neo-nazi-a9152746.html


Are other jurisdictions adopting 

“Ghost Gun” regulations?



Federal Action on “Ghost Guns”

On April 7, 2021, the Biden 
Administration announced

that it would be taking action 
“to address the gun violence 

public health epidemic.”

On May 7, 2021, the 
Department of Justice issued a 
notice of proposed rulemaking
to address the proliferation of 
“ghost guns,” in line with the 

directive from the Biden 
Administration.

The proposed rule updates the 
definitions for “firearm”  and 
“firearm frame and receiver.”

The proposed rule also sets 
out requirements for federally 

licensed firearms dealers to 
add a serial number to any 
“ghost gun” they acquire 

before it can be sold.

The updated definition of 
“firearm frame or receiver” 

clarifies that unfinished frames 
or receivers are considered 
firearms and thus require a 

serial number on frames and 
receivers included in gun kits.

The updated definition of 
“firearm” clarifies when a 

firearm parts kit is considered 
a “firearm” and thus requires a 
background check before sale.
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/07/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-announces-initial-actions-to-address-the-gun-violence-public-health-epidemic/
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-proposes-new-regulation-update-firearm-definitions


“Ghost Gun” Legislation in other Jurisdictions

8 U.S. Cities and Counties

• Bridgeport, CT

• Columbia, SC*

• Montgomery County, MD*

• New York, NY

• Philadelphia, PA

• San Diego, CA*

• San Francisco, CA

• Washington, DC*

11 States

• California

• Connecticut

• Delaware

• Hawaii

• Nevada*

• New Jersey

• New York

• Pennsylvania

• Rhode Island

• Virginia

• Washington

*challenged in court 12



CAO’s Proposed Ordinance
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Office

Mayor’s 
Office
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Firearms
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Bill Section Summary
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Section 4
This bill section contains the updated weapons division, 

including new provisions to prohibit non-serialize firearms. 

Sections 1, 2, 3, 5, 
and 8

• These sections of the bill move ordinance sections into a 
more appropriate location in the D.R.M.C. and make any 
necessary clarifying language changes.

Sections 6 and 7
These bill sections update terminology to be consistent with 

usage and provide clarity in courtroom proceedings.

Sections 9 and 10
These bill sections update code section cross-references to 

chapter 38.



“Ghost Gun” Provisions
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Definitions

• Weapon

• Firearm

• Firearm frame or 
receiver

• Non-serialized 
firearm

Unlawful Acts

• Unlawful to possess, 
wear, carry, 
transport, flourish, 
discharge,   
manufacture, and sell
non-serialized 
firearms

Affirmative Defenses

• Affirmative defenses 
available for other 
weapons shall not 
apply to non-
serialized firearms



Definitions Weapons

Firearms

Includes any firearm 
frame or receiver

Non-serialized 
Firearms

Any firearm or firearm 
frame or receiver that does 
not contain a serial number

• The Denver ordinance would streamline 

definitions used in the weapons code.

• Definitions that pertain to the prohibition of 

“ghost guns’ include weapon, firearm, firearm 

frame or receiver, and non-serialized firearm.

• The definitions for “firearm” and “firearm frame 

and receiver” are in line with the proposed 

definitions set forth by the Department of 

Justice.

• The ordinance uses the more precise term 

“non-serialized firearm,” rather than the 

colloquial term “ghost gun.” 17



Unlawful Acts

The ordinance would make it unlawful to

o Possess

o Wear, carry, or transport 
(open or concealed)

o Display or flourish

o Discharge

o Manufacture

o Sell

any non-serialized firearm (including any non-

serialized firearm frame or receiver).
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Affirmative Defenses

• Law enforcement officials acting 
in their official duty are not 
subject to the unlawful acts.

• Affirmative defenses available for 
violations of these unlawful acts 
other weapons shall not apply to 
any non-serialized firearm 
(including any non-serialized 
firearm frame or receiver).

19



Penalties

Anyone convicted of  

possessing a non-serialized 

firearm is subject to the 

following penalties:

o Forfeiture of the weapon;

o A fine of up to $999.00; and

o Up to 300 days in jail
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Questions?


