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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On November 14, 1997, the President and the Secretary of the Treasury ordered a review
of the importation of certain modified versions of semiautomatic assault rifles into the
United States.1  The decision to conduct this review stemmed in part from concerns
expressed by members of Congress and others that the rifles being imported were
essentially the same as semiautomatic assault rifles previously determined to be
nonimportable in a 1989 decision by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms
(ATF).  The decision also stemmed from the fact that nearly 10 years had passed since
the last comprehensive review of the importation of rifles, and many new rifles had been
developed during this time.

Under 18 U.S.C. section 925(d)(3), the Secretary shall approve applications for
importation only when the firearms are generally recognized as particularly suitable for
or readily adaptable to sporting purposes (the “sporting purposes test”).   In 1989, ATF
denied applications to import a series of semiautomatic versions of automatic-fire
military assault rifles.  When ATF examined these semiautomatic assault rifles, it found
that the rifles, while no longer machineguns, still had a military configuration that was
designed for killing and disabling the enemy and that distinguished the rifles from
traditional sporting rifles.  This distinctively military configuration served as the basis for
ATF’s finding that the rifles were not considered sporting rifles under the statute.

The military configuration identified by ATF incorporated eight physical features:
ability to accept a detachable magazine, folding/telescoping stocks, separate pistol grips,
ability to accept a bayonet, flash suppressors, bipods, grenade launchers, and night sights.
In 1989, ATF took the position that any of these military configuration features, other
than the ability to accept a detachable magazine, would make a semiautomatic rifle not
importable.

Subsequent to the 1989 decision, certain semiautomatic assault rifles that failed the
1989 sporting purposes test were modified to remove all of the military configuration
features other than the ability to accept a detachable magazine.  Significantly, most of
these modified rifles not only still had the ability to accept a detachable magazine but,
more specifically, still had the ability to accept a detachable large capacity magazine that

                                                       
1   The President and the Secretary directed that all pending and future applications for importation of

these rifles not be acted upon until completion of the review.  They also ordered that outstanding
permits for importation of the rifles be suspended for the duration of the review period.  The existence
of applications to import 1 million new rifles and outstanding permits for nearly 600,000 other rifles
threatened to defeat the purpose of the expedited review unless the Department of the Treasury
deferred action on additional applications and temporarily suspended the outstanding permits.  (See
exhibit 1 for a copy of the November 14, 1997, memorandum directing this review.)

The rifles that are the subject of this review are referred to in this report as “study rifles.”
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was originally designed and produced for the military assault rifles from which they were
derived.  These magazines are referred to in this report as “large capacity military
magazines.”  Study rifles with the ability to accept such magazines are referred to in this
report as “large capacity military magazine rifles,” or “LCMM rifles.”  It appears that
only one study rifle, the VEPR caliber .308 (an AK47 variant), is not an LCMM rifle.
Based on the standard developed in 1989, these modified rifles were found to meet the
sporting purposes test.  Accordingly, the study rifles were approved for import into the
United States.

These modified rifles are the subject of the present review.  Like the rifles banned in
1989, the study rifles are semiautomatic rifles based on AK47, FN-FAL, HK91 and 93,
Uzi, and SIG SG550 military assault rifles.  While there are at least 59 specific model
designations of the study rifles, they all fall within the basic designs listed above.  There
are at least 39 models based on the AK47 design, 8 on the FN-FAL design, 7 on the
HK91 and 93 designs, 3 on the Uzi design, and 2 on the SIG SG550 design (see exhibit 2
for a list of the models).  Illustrations of some of the study rifles are included in exhibit 3
of this report.

This review takes another look at the entire matter to determine whether the modified
rifles approved for importation since 1989 are generally recognized as particularly
suitable for or readily adaptable to sporting purposes.2  We have explored the statutory
history of the sporting purposes test and prior administrative and judicial interpretations;
reexamined the basic tenets of the 1989 decision; analyzed the physical features of the
study rifles, as well as information from a wide variety of sources relating to the rifles’
use and suitability for sporting purposes; and assessed changes in law that might have
bearing on the treatment of the rifles.

This review has led us to conclude that the basic finding of the 1989 decision remains
valid and that military-style semiautomatic rifles are not importable under the sporting
purposes standard.  Accordingly, we believe that the Department of the Treasury
correctly has been denying the importation of rifles that had any of the distinctly military
configuration features identified in 1989, other than the ability to accept a detachable
magazine.  Our review, however, did result in a finding that the ability to accept a
detachable large capacity magazine originally designed and produced for a military
assault weapon should be added to the list of disqualifying military configuration features
identified in 1989.

Several important changes have occurred since 1989 that have led us to reevaluate the
importance of this feature in the sporting purposes test.  Most significantly, by passing
the 1994 bans on semiautomatic assault weapons and large capacity ammunition feeding

                                                       
2   The study was carried out by a working group composed of ATF and Treasury representatives.  The

working group’s activities and findings were overseen by a steering committee composed of ATF and
Treasury officials.



3

devices, Congress sent a strong signal that firearms with the ability to expel large
amounts of ammunition quickly are not sporting; rather, firearms with this ability have
military purposes and are a crime problem.  Specifically, Congress found that these
magazines served “combat-functional ends” and were attractive to criminals because they
“make it possible to fire a large number of rounds without reloading, then to reload
quickly when those rounds are spent.”3   Moreover, we did not find any evidence that the
ability to accept a detachable large capacity military magazine serves any sporting
purpose.  Accordingly, we found that the ability to accept such a magazine is a critical
factor in the sporting purposes test, which must be given the same weight as the other
military configuration features identified in 1989.

In addition, the information we collected on the use and suitability of LCMM rifles for
hunting and organized competitive target shooting demonstrated that the rifles are not
especially suitable for sporting purposes.  Although our review of this information
indicated that, with certain exceptions, the LCMM rifles sometimes are used for hunting,
their actual use in hunting is limited.  There are even some general restrictions and
prohibitions on the use of semiautomatic rifles for hunting game.  Similarly, although the
LCMM rifles usually may be used, with certain exceptions, and sometimes are used for
organized competitive target shooting, their suitability for this activity is limited.  In fact,
there are some restrictions and prohibitions on their use.

Furthermore, the information we gathered demonstrated that the LCMM rifles are
attractive to certain criminals.  We identified specific examples of the LCMM rifles’
being used in violent crime and gun trafficking.  In addition, we found some disturbing
trends involving the LCMM rifles, including a rapid and continuing increase in crime gun
trace requests after 1991 and a rapid “time to crime.”  Their ability to accept large
capacity military magazines likely plays a role in their appeal to these criminals.

After weighing all the information collected, we found that the LCMM rifles are not
generally recognized as particularly suitable for or readily adaptable to sporting purposes
and are therefore not importable.  However, this decision will in no way preclude the
importation of true sporting firearms.

                                                       
3      H. Rep. No. 103-489, at 18-19.


