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Abstract

In response to the firearm legislation in the UK becoming progressively more
restrictive criminals have had to be resourceful in respect to both their firearm
supply and acquisition. Recent statistics indicate that over 50 percent of recorded
firearms offences in England and Wales comprise of unidentified, imitation,
reactivated or other firearms (ONS, 2015). This highlights a number of novel
criminal opportunities which have been exploited to meet demand. Currently there
is relatively little known about the individuals involved in the modification and
supply of such weapons, including where they are positioned within the overall gun
supply process (Hales et al., 2006). This paper will discuss the methodological
approaches envisaged to undertake research with the aim to develop and explain
the activities, motivations and modus operandi of criminal armourers and outline

the emerging method of crime script analysis.
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Introduction
England and Wales have strict legislation relating to the legal acquisition, ownership and
use of firearms by members of the public, ranking them as a high control, low tolerance

society in relation to gun ownership (Squires, 2014; Warlow, 2007). These restrictions

have progressively become more restrictive following trends identified in the criminal






sentencing4, policing innovations> and targeted interventionss; a trend which is



The significant increase in the criminal use of firearms is explained by a number
of theories, centring upon risk, guardianship, opportunity and choice. Researching armed
robbery in the UK, Roger Matthews identified a shift in offender modus operandi in post-
war Britain influenced primarily by offender skills and organisation, weapon availability
and the changing character of bank security (Matthews, 2002). This caught the attention
of the media (ibid), raising criminal awareness of the benefit of using a firearm and,
consequently, there was a notable increase in the number of armed robberies. In

particular, during the 1980s Matthews noted a movement away from use of costly



the wake of the 1998 (post-



Figure 2. Mixed economy of illegal firearms in England and Wales,
2013 -2014

Source: ONS, 2015
Limitations of recorded data

Interpretation of the trends in firearm offences in England and Wales must acknowledge

a number of limitations in relation to police recording practices. Concerns were first



partially attributed to the increased use of imitation firearms (Hales et al., 2006; Squires,
2014). As a result of imitation weapons being recorded separately, a level of uncertainty
remains in relation to their identification; if a firearm is only used as a ‘frightener’ and is
neither discharged nor recovered, it sometimes is not possible to determine whether the
weapon used was capable of inflicting a lethal shot or was in fact an extremely realistic
imitation. Likewise, any type of weapon employed in an offence can remain unknown if it
has not been discharged or recovered. Additionally, only the ‘principal firearm’ identified
from an incident is recorded, representing intelligence gaps in relation to other weapons
carried and possibly brandished left unrecorded (ibid).

Furthermore, recording standards of firearm offences have also been subject to

change. Prior to 2003 guidance for police in England and Wales was to treat air weapons



The limitations of the recorded firearm offence data clearly indicate an
incomplete picture of the problem of gun crime in England and Wales, a concern raised
by Squires (ibid).

Weapon Displacement: movement from legal to illegal

The vast majority of firearms are known to start off as legal entities, both in production
and procurement, entering the illegal domain later on (Spapens, 2007). Researching the
trafficking in illicit firearms for criminal purpose within the European Union, Spapens
suggested that the upshot of tightening firearm legislation in the UK, alongside other
European counties, is that new market opportunities are created for criminal
entrepreneurs in regard to firearm supply and trafficking. He identified six leakage routes
detailing how legal firearms enter the illegal domain:
1. Direct leakage from firearm factory
Fake exports/imports, sometimes via intermediaries

2
3. Conversion of non-lethal firearms (*)
4






the surrender of 1,300 firearms, thereby removing a significant number of convertible
firearms from circulation. In response to the successful operation, NABIS warned that
‘Criminals are entrepreneurial and will look to replace the Olympic .380 BBM with
another blank firer’ (Squires, 2014: 69).

Figure 3. Converted Olympic .380 BBM blank firing pistol with partial

chamber and barrel obstructions removed

Source: Hannam, 2010

Improvised firearms

Open source data, predominantly newspaper reports, provided an insight into the range
of firearms that have been manufactured, modified or used within criminal activities in
England and Wales. Figure 4 shows a complete, improvised brass-barrel, single-shot
pistol which was recovered as part of an investigation by the Metropolitan Police
Service's anti-gun Trident Gang Crime Command. The pistol had been manufactured by
Thomas Keatley in the garage of a rented house he shared with his mother. Alongside the
improvised firearm police recovered the required ‘blueprint’, a USB memory stick

containing 18 manuals detailing how to make handguns, machine guns and ammunition



(obtained from the internet), as well a large quantity of ammunition and the required

equipment to make it.



Antique firearms

Police are now witnessing an emerging trend in the criminal use of antique firearms. At
present no licence is required to purchase and own an antique firearm, whilst what
gualifies as an antique is not yet defined precisely within firearm legislation. What
constitutes an antique firearm depends on a number of factors including age, if weapon
calibre is obsolete, the firing mechanism, the loading and propulsion systems and the
availability of ammunition (Squires, 2014). It has therefore been possible for criminals
to legally purchase a fully serviceable and potentially lethal antique firearm and adapt it
to fire current ammunition, or adapt ammunition to fire from it. Following the 2011 riots
in England the West Midlands Police seized a number of antiques weapons including a
French-made Saint-Etienne army revolver (used by the French Army in the 1870’s), as
well as others reaching as far back as the American Civil War and the First World War
(Mackie, 2013). The killers of trooper Lee Rigby had an unloaded rusty Dutch KNIL
9.4mm revolver that was over 90 years old and which they used to threaten the police
(Figure 6). Recently the same model was available online via the Gunstar website selling

for £1,925; as the advert has now expired it is assumed that it has been purchased.

Figure 6. The firearm used in the attack on British soldier Lee Rigby

Source: Whitehead, 2014 (original photograph Metropolitan Police)



Recent changes to the firearm legislation, introduced in July 2014, now mean that
someone who has served or received a criminal sentence can no longer possess an
antique firearm. In addition, if a person receives a suspended sentence of 3 months or
more they will not be able to purchase or possess a firearm or ammunition for a period

of 5 years from the second day after sentence (Home Office, 2014).

Criminal Armourers: motivations and opportunities

As well as providing an insight as to the range of weapons that contribute to the diverse
mixed economy of illegal firearms in England and Wales, media sources’ have revealed
the existence of a number of criminal armourers who have been successfully
apprehended and prosecuted. They have often involved themselves in elaborate
arrangements to access supplies of (deactivated or convertible) firearms, then employing
their knowledge, skills and contacts to adapt these weapons and sell them on. At first
sight these criminal entrepreneurs appear to conform to the ‘rational’ choosing criminal
(Cornish and Clarke, 1986) exploiting a unique market opportunity (Leclerc and Wortley,
2013) and turning their work routines to criminal purposes. Routine activity theory, for
instance, emphasises how a criminal event depends upon an opportunity, a motive, and
a capable offender (Clarke and Felson, 1993). Whilst these offenders can be seen to be
calculating their own criminal choices, their activity also relies upon the existence of
opportunities; if supplies of quality firearms were readily available their skills would be
redundant, if they employed their skills in profitable legal activities they would not need
to run the risk of arrest and prosecution. This particular subgroup of offenders more
clearly conforms to a model of ‘active decision-maker’ (Cornish and Clarke, 1986),
purposively pursuing criminal goals motivated by self-interest and deploying their

routine skills to criminal purposes.



My research therefore seeks to address this gap in knowledge, working on the
initial assumption that these individuals are acting as rational decision-makers,
exploiting a unique market opportunity and using the theoretical framework of crime

script analysis. It will be based on a s









181 names were generated, including 4 unknowns due to age of offender. A further
LexisNexis search was conducted on each individual in order to identify further
information in regard to social and criminological background, skills and lifestyle choices
including any identified drug link. Finally searches using both LexisNexis and Westlaw

were conducted in order to identify any additional information available from court



Table 1. Tentative typology of criminal armourers

These groupings are an attempt to categorise an initial typology of criminal
armourers, using open source data only. At this early stage it is evident that individuals
can fit into more than one group, indicating a complex supply side of the illegal firearm
market in England and Wales. In addition, it is well known that firearms are also modified

or converted outside the UK prior to being smuggled into the country via transportation






Conclusion

The tentative typology outlining seven criminal armourers and the understanding of their
roles within the process of illegal firearm supply presented in this paper represent initial
findings from the first year of my research. Future work will continue to develop this
typology by exploring the role of each criminal armourer in more detail, identifying skills,
knowledge and potential contacts required, populating each with case studies. In
addition, collaboration with NABIS will support access to further data currently not
openly available. Interviews will also be sought with police officers involved in successful
operations in relation to firearm supply and post-conviction criminal armourers in order
to establish a greater understanding of the activities, motivations and modus operandi of
illegal armourers in making firearms available to criminals. Collected data will be
organised and interpreted using the theoretical framework of crime script analysis in
order to establish where individuals involved in illegal firearm supply are positioned in
the overall firearm supply process within England and Wales, as well as identifying

potential intervention and enforcement opportunities.
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